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The ubiquity and the poor quality of low-fee private schools in India and other developing 

countries are well-researched subjects. Studies have also shown that parents from low-income 

households in these countries are increasingly enrolling their children in these schools. How-

ever, not much research has been done on the subset of low-fee private schools that provide 

good quality education in spite of the financial and systemic challenges associated with such 

schools. This qualitative case study aims to understand how one such low-fee private school in 

Chennai, India works to provide good quality early childhood education (ECE). 

 

The case study was guided by five theoretical propositions and two rival propositions which 

were based on established conceptual frameworks such as Rowan’s (1997) ‘teachers’ effective-

ness framework,’ Hallinger’s (2011) ‘leadership for learning model,’ and distributed leadership. 

The study relied on three types of data sets to help triangulate the findings: (1) classroom ob-

servation notes and the rating of the ECE environment using the Tamil Nadu Early Childhood 

Environment Rating Scale (TECERS); (2) semi-structured, in-depth interviews with four 

preprimary teachers and four school leaders; and (3) relevant documents such as lesson plans 

used by the preprimary teachers and various webpages from the school’s website.  

 

The findings of the study validated the theoretical propositions while invalidating the rival 

propositions. The results point to two key drivers of the good quality ECE in the case study 

school: (1) motivated and capable teachers, and (2) a distributed school leadership that was 

focused on learning. The findings also brought out the critical role of the school leadership in 

creating an enabling school culture and in building teacher capacity. Furthermore, the findings 

validate the conceptual frameworks in the context of low-fee private schools in urban India. 

However, acknowledging that the findings could have local relevance, further research is rec-

ommended in other low-fee private schools in diverse contexts to understand their universal 

applicability across low-fee private schools in India and other developing countries. 
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1 Introduction 

The aim of this introductory chapter is to inform the readers about the overarching factors 

which influenced my decision to undertake this particular case study research. The chapter 

begins by presenting the key motivations which helped me narrow the domain as well as the 

specific area of inquiry for this study. Next, it introduces the main research question posed 

at the start of this study and the secondary research questions which were then formulated 

to help guide the research design. The final section of this chapter draws attention to the 

limitations of this study which influenced some of the design and methodological choices.  

1.1 Motivation for research 

My motivation for undertaking this particular research study are as follows (and in the same 

order of importance): (1) my interest in early childhood education (ECE), which has grown 

along with my son Nathan Asher who was 6 years old at the time of writing this report; (2) 

my experiences working (since November 2016) on the Program to Improve Private Early 

Education (PIPE)—a multi-year early childhood education program in India by FSG, a 

global non-profit consulting firm that focuses on social impact; (3) and my belief that the 

private sector has a key role to play in achieving the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), particularly goal 4, which is to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 

promote lifelong learning opportunities for all (UN General Assembly, 2015, p. 17).  

My interest in early childhood education and its impact on life outcomes 

Reflecting on my own role as a parent and its impact on Nathan’s development over the last 

six years has impressed on me the critical role of early life experiences on later life outcomes. 

As a father and an educator, I strongly believe that the best chance for undoing and over-

coming intergenerational, systemic inequalities is by intervening in the early years. There is 

a growing body of research supporting this claim and the findings from key studies are cov-

ered in chapter 2 of this report. However, in this section, I would like to state that my interest 

in ECE and my belief in the critical role of early life experiences in determining later life 

outcomes are the primary reasons for undertaking this case study on how a typical low-fee 

private school in urban India worked to achieve good quality ECE in its preprimary grades.  
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My experiences working on the Program to Improve Private Early Education 

While I was very clear on why I wanted to focus on early childhood education, the decision 

to carry out my study in a low-fee private school stems from my experiences on PIPE. PIPE 

is a good example of a market-based solution1 where FSG is working to catalyze the low-

fee private school market in India to provide good quality ECE by working on both the 

supply and the demand side of the equation. On the supply side, PIPE is working with eight 

education companies with good2 quality ECE solutions to help them enter and scale in the 

low-fee private school market (as most of these education companies historically catered 

primarily to mid or high-end private schools). On the demand side, PIPE is creating aware-

ness among parents about good3 quality ECE, directly through mass media and indirectly 

through the eight partner companies. On PIPE, I have been leading the monitoring and eval-

uation of the rollout and implementation of various ECE solutions by PIPE’s partner com-

panies in hundreds of low-fee private schools across five metropolitan4 cities in India—

Mumbai, New Delhi, Chennai, Bangalore, and Hyderabad—with the objective of identifying 

gaps in the rollout and in the implementation. Part of PIPE’s core function is to help these 

eight partner companies develop solutions for these gaps by either tweaking the core product 

(books, teacher manuals, teaching and learning materials) or by changing their rollout and 

teacher training strategies to more effectively train teachers in low-fee private schools.  

 

In the above context, I have visited hundreds of low-fee private schools over the past two 

years, and in the 2018-19 academic year alone PIPE actively monitored the implementation 

of the eight partners’ ECE solutions in 70 low-fee private schools across 6 cities in India (the 

five metropolitan cities mentioned earlier, plus a tier 15 city–Mysore). Based on my obser-

vations as well as on PIPE’s extensive research on low-fee private schools across urban 

India, the quality of ECE in most low-fee private schools in urban India is very poor—in 

                                                

 

1 FSG, Mumbai specializes in market-based social solutions, i.e., the team practices and promotes social so-

lutions which work through market signals. Source: https://www.fsg.org/areas-of-focus/inclusive-markets 
2 FSG defines good quality from a provider’s perspective as (i) developmentally appropriate curriculum; (ii) 

activity-based pedagogy; and (iii) simple solution that untrained teachers can implement after basic training. 
3 FSG defines good quality from parents’ perspective as (i) developmentally appropriate curriculum; (ii) ac-
tivity-based pedagogy; and (iii) a focus on conceptual learning outcomes over rote learning outcomes. 
4 Metropolitan cities are cities with populations of over 1 million residents. (RBI, 2011, annexure 5) 
5 Tier 1 cities have a population between 100,000 and 1,000, 000 residents. (RBI, 2011, annexure 5) 
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terms of both structural and process quality. The teacher-to-pupil ratios are quite poor in 

these schools—averaging 1:40; many classrooms lack basic furniture and are often poorly 

maintained, poorly lit, and have poor ventilation. In terms of process quality, most prepri-

mary teachers in low-fee private schools are untrained and use predominantly rote instruc-

tional strategies as well as harsh disciplinary methods like scolding, verbally humiliating 

children, and in some instances, they may also resort to corporal punishment.  

 

While the overall story looks quite gloomy, I have also had the opportunity to visit a handful 

of low-fee private schools which deliver good quality ECE (basic structural quality and de-

cent process quality6). These outlier low-fee private schools piqued my interest in under-

standing how these schools worked to achieve good quality ECE despite facing the same 

financial limitations and systemic challenges that typical low-fee private schools face.  

My belief in the private sector’s role in achieving the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals 

In addition to the above motivations, my belief that the private sector has a significant role 

to play in achieving the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly in devel-

oping countries like India, also influenced the selection of my thesis topic. In fact, this topic 

was particularly relevant in the light of FSG’s research finding from a survey of 4,407 fam-

ilies across 8 cities in India that 86 percent of children from low-income households, which 

comprises 70 percent of the population in urban India, attend such schools (FSG, 2015). 

However, my belief in the role of the private sector also has its roots in my lived experiences 

in India where I have seen the government action lag the government policy by at least two 

decades by my conservative estimate. For instance, while the Ministry of Education in India 

recognized the critical role of early childhood care and education (ECCE) as early as in 1986 

in the National Policy on Education (1986, part V), the National ECCE Policy and the Na-

tional ECCE Curriculum Framework were both published 29 years later in 2013.  

 

While recognizing the crucial role that governments play in formulating key policies and in 

protecting the rights of the economically weaker sections of the society, I believe the private 

                                                

 

6 These schools had better maintained classrooms, basic furniture (benches and chairs), and teachers who, 

although untrained, had a better understanding of ECE than the typical low-fee private school teacher. 
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sector is better placed to adapt and implement these policies on the ground. In the context of 

education, I see immense potential in low-fee private schools as a key resource or channel 

for achieving the SDG 4 if governments can successfully leverage this growing education 

market. A good example of a step towards leveraging the private sector in India is the Right 

to Education (RTE) Act (2009) which calls for all private schools to reserve 25 percent of 

their enrollment capacity for 6 to 14-year-old children from socio-economically weaker sec-

tions of the society who cannot afford the tuition fees at these private schools. The RTE Act 

lays out guidelines for the government to foot the tuition fees for this 25 percent of the stu-

dents enrolled in private schools under the RTE Act. While not without loopholes and am-

biguity, I believe it is a step in the right direction. The school voucher systems in Colombia 

and Chile (Arenas, 2004) and the USA (Forster, 2013) are other good examples of how 

governments can leverage the private sector in education. Of course, some researchers have 

raised questions of whether or not private schools are equitable (Day Ashley et al., 2014; 

Härmä, 2009, 2011; Härmä & Rose, 2012; Härmä & Adefisayo, 2013; Akaguri, 2014; Sri-

vastava, 2010, 2013). Nevertheless, as noted earlier, there are some good examples which 

illustrate that governments can leverage the private sector positively, and considering that 

the SDG 4 is a very ambitious goal, it is my firm belief that to achieve this goal we need to 

mobilize all available resources, including the private sector which incidentally already has 

a significant presence in the education sector, particularly in many developing countries.  

1.2 Primary and secondary research questions 

These three factors—and the fact that while there was ample research on the ubiquity of low-

fee private schools and on their poor quality of education in India (and in other developing 

countries across the globe), there was little research on how a low-fee private school could 

work to achieve good quality ECE—helped frame this study’s primary research question. 

 

“How does a low-fee private school in urban South India work to achieve good 

quality ECE environment?” (Or in other words ‘What are the drivers of the good 

quality ECE environment in a low-fee private school in urban South India?’) 

 

Although most low-fee private schools in India provide low-quality ECE (a detailed review 

of literature on low-fee private schools in India and an overview on ECE are presented in 
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chapter 2 of this report), this unique market space is interspersed with schools delivering 

good quality ECE. This research study aims to understand how one such low-fee private 

school in the suburbs of the south Indian city of Chennai works to achieve this good quality 

ECE by undertaking a qualitative explanatory case study on the preprimary grades in the 

school. This particular low-fee private school was selected after confirming that the prepri-

mary grades in the school had a good quality ECE environment as measured by the Tamil 

Nadu Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (TECERS7) (Isely, 2001)—a validated 

tool based on the widely used Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) by 

Harms and Clifford (1998). A detailed description of the TECERS tool and its scoring ra-

tionale, as well as the case study school selection process and the rating of the ECE environ-

ment in the school using the TECERS tool, are presented in chapters 4 and 5 of this report.  

 

In addition to the primary research question, the review of relevant literature also led to the 

following secondary research questions to help guide the design of this research study: 

1. What are the influences on the effectiveness of the preprimary teachers in the case 

study school? 

2. How does the school leadership influence the quality of the ECE environment by 

affecting the (i) preprimary teachers, (ii) school climate, and (iii) classroom envi-

ronment? 

3. How is the school leadership distributed/ shared in the school with respect to prepri-

mary grades? 

4. What is the context of the school within which the leadership and the teachers work? 

1.3 Scope and limitations of the research study 

Apart from the classroom observations carried out in order to confirm that the case study 

school had a good quality ECE environment in the preprimary grades, the research study 

also involved in-depth semi-structured interviews with the following key informants: 

                                                

 

7 The TECERS tool was contextualized for use in India, specifically for use in the Indian state of Tamil Nadu 

in which the city of Chennai is located, making it ideal for use in this research study 
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1. Preprimary teachers – four preprimary teachers at the school were interviewed to (A) 

understand their beliefs, motivations, and actions around early childhood education; 

(B) understand their perspective on how the school leadership influenced (i) their 

effectiveness, (ii) the school climate, and (iii) the classroom environment. 

2. School leadership – one school principal, one preprimary coordinator, one assistant 

school leader, and one correspondent were interviewed to (A) understand their val-

ues, motivations, and actions around early childhood education; (B) understand the 

leadership model and practices employed by the school leadership viz. how power, 

roles, and responsibilities were distributed in the school, formally and informally. 

 

Additionally, multiple sources of data were included in the research study to facilitate the 

triangulation of the findings that emerged from the research study. In this context, the fol-

lowing relevant documents were accessed and reviewed as part of the research study: 

1. The teachers’ guide with detailed daily lesson plans prepared by an education inter-

vention company8 (Xseed Education) to understand the influence of the intervention 

on the quality of the ECE environment in the preprimary grades. 

2. Hand-written lesson plans prepared by the preprimary teachers to (i) understand the 

motivation of the preprimary teachers through their level of preparedness for their 

classes and to (ii) confirm findings from interviews regarding planning for lessons. 

3. The various webpages published on the school’s website to understand the school’s 

history and context, vision and goals, fee structure, and other relevant information. 

Limitations of the research study 

This study did not include any data on the learning outcomes of the students. Instead, the 

scope of this study was limited to the quality of the ECE environment in the preprimary 

grades of the school, primarily due to limited resources. This study was undertaken by a 

single student-researcher and hence it would have been time-consuming as well as expensive 

to collect and analyze data on student learning outcomes. An assessment of preprimary-aged 

                                                

 

8 The case study school was using an education intervention by Xseed Education for the preprimary grades 

and for grades 1 to 8 for the 2018-19 academic year. The intervention included books and learning materials 

for children as well as resources (teachers’ guide with daily lesson plans) and trainings for teachers. 
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children would have involved one-on-one verbal interactions as the children were too young 

to independently take written assessments. Taking an average of 40 students per classroom 

X 4 preprimary classrooms, the researcher would have had to assess ~160 students. In terms 

of man-hours that would have been a staggering 320 hours (~ 2 months) of data collection 

at the rate of 20 minutes per child interaction using a school readiness tool such as the Inter-

national Development and Early Learning Assessment9 tool (IDELA) by Save the Children. 

With only one student-researcher collecting this data on learning outcomes, the last student 

being assessed would have had 300 hours of additional learning time than the first student 

assessed, and this would have skewed the data and rendered it unfit for this research study.  

 

Therefore, this study focuses only on the quality of the ECE environment and builds on the 

assumption that the preprimary students in the case study school will be school-ready at the 

end of senior kindergarten based on the good quality ECE environment at the school. In fact 

there are numerous studies that have shown a medium to strong positive correlation between 

the quality of ECE environment and student learning outcomes (e.g. Campbell and Ramey, 

1994; Schweinhart et al., 2005; Gormley, Gayer, Phillips, & Dawson, 2005; Gormley, Phil-

lips, & Gayer, 2008; Hustedt, Barnett, & Jung, 2007; Hustedt, Barnett, Jung, & Thomas, 

2007; Hustedt, Barnett, Jung, & Friedman, 2009; Hustedt, Barnett, Jung, & Figueras, 2008, 

2009; Hustedt, Barnett, Jung, & Goetze, 2009; Weiland & Yoshikawa, 2013; Wong, Cook, 

Barnett, & Jung, 2008; Anders et al., 2012; Brinkman et al., 2013; Lehrl et al., 2016). 

 

A second limitation of this study is that it is a single case study, again due to limited re-

sources. A multiple case study would have been more desirable in order to confirm some of 

the findings of the study. However, including multiple cases would have turned this master’s 

thesis into a doctoral dissertation, which would have taken years to complete. Hence, this 

research study is limited to a single, but robust case study. It is hoped that the findings of 

this case study would be useful to other researchers, school leaders, and ECE solution pro-

viders, who would then go out and validate the findings through other studies and pilots.  

                                                

 

9 The International Development and Early Learning Assessment is a rigorous global tool that measures chil-

dren’s early learning and development and provides ECCD programs, donors, and government partners with 

clear evidence on the status of children from 3.5 to 6 years. Source: https://idela-network.org/  
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2 Situating the study through literature review 

This chapter contains a comprehensive analysis of the available academic literature on the 

following domains relevant to this research study: early childhood education, the Indian ed-

ucation system, and low-fee private schools. Each domain is further sub-divided into topics 

that explore key questions that were posed about the domain in the context of this study. 

While the research questions presented in the previous chapter precede the literature review 

in this chapter, in the chronological order followed in this research study, the literature re-

view preceded, and in fact, helped formulate and refine the research questions. 

2.1 Understanding early childhood education and its salience 

Historically, the early care and education of young children until the school-going age was 

informally provided by the parents themselves, or by other family members (e.g., grandpar-

ents or older siblings). However, at the turn of the 19th century, factors such as changes in 

the family structure from joint families to nuclear families and greater opportunities for 

women to join the workforce resulted in the rise of formal early childhood education and 

care (ECEC10) services in the form of ‘kindergartens’ offering educational services and 

‘nurseries’ offering day care services in much of Europe and North America (Kamerman, 

2006, p. 3).  Nevertheless, similar formal ECEC services became common in other parts of 

the world only in the aftermath of World War II which not only resulted in the end of colo-

nialism and the establishment of independent states in Asia and Africa, but also in the dra-

matic increase in the labor force participation of women globally (UNESCO, 1961; Mialaret, 

1976; Fisher, 1991). Today, ECEC services for children from conception through eight years 

of age are available across the globe in multiple forms which could be ‘part-day, full-school-

day, and full-work-day programs under education, health, and social welfare auspices, 

                                                

 

10 Various synonymous acronyms are used in academic discourses and policy documents to refer to services 

for children from conception through eight years of age. The OECD for instance uses the ECEC acronym for 

‘Early Childhood Education and Care.’ The Education for All (EFA), Global Monitoring Report team on the 

other hand uses the ECCE acronym for ‘Early Childhood Care and Education.’ Similarly, UNICEF uses 

ECCD for ‘Early Childhood Care and Development’ and the World Bank uses ECD for ‘Early Child Devel-
opment.’ For the purpose of this research study, the acronym ECEC for ‘Early Childhood Education and 

Care’ is used as the preferred term and the other variations—ECCE, ECCD and ECD—may be used inter-

changeably. 
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funded and delivered in a variety of ways in both the public and private sectors’ (Kamerman, 

2006, p. 1). However, the focus of this research study is on one specific ECEC service—

‘early childhood education (ECE)’—as explicitly defined in the next sub-section. 

Defining early childhood education 

The International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) level 0 classifies early 

childhood educational development as education content designed for children in the age 

range of 0 to 2 years and early childhood education as educational content for children from 

age 3 years to the start of primary education (UNESCO, 2012, p. 26), which in most coun-

tries is either 6 years (e.g., India) or 7 years (e.g., Finland). In contrast, other ECE services 

may cater to different age groups ranging from conception to 8 years of age. For instance, 

health and nutrition-focused ECEC programs cater to the full spectrum of early years from 

conception to eight years of age, while most daycare services cater to children from 6 months 

until they join preprimary or primary school. ECE also differs from other ECEC services in 

the focus of the services in that ECE caters solely to the early educational or learning needs 

of young children while other ECEC services may cater to either other non-educational 

needs such as early care (e.g., daycare services), or health and nutrition (e.g., immunization 

drives or mid-day meals), or a combination of early educational and other needs (e.g., play-

schools offering daycare services along with some unstructured learning).  

Salience of Early Childhood Education: evidence from neuroscience 

Recent developments in neuroscience have revealed that while brains are built over time, 

starting in the mother’s womb and continuing on into adulthood and until death, the first five 

years of a child’s life is when 90% of the brain development (Courchesne et al., 2000) hap-

pens. Neuroscientists estimate that an average healthy human baby is born with about 100 

billion neurons and each of these neurons holds the potential to connect with up to 15,000 

other neurons through synapses that are formed as a result of experiences (Brotherson, 2009, 

p. 3-4). In fact, between birth and until the age of 8, about 700 new synapses are formed per 

second in the brain of a young child (Bourgeois, 1997; Huttenlocher & Dabholkar, 1997; 

Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). This synaptic network forms the child’s brain architecture, or 

the connectome (Lichtman & Sanes, 2008), which impacts all the health, learning, and be-

havior that follow (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000; Weaver, 2014). While lifelong learning is 
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possible because the connectome is constantly changing with each life experience (Shonkoff 

& Phillips, 2000, p. 31), the rate of synaptic formation drops significantly past the age of 8 

years when the brain starts pruning synapses that are weak and/ or unused while strengthen-

ing synapses that are used repeatedly and frequently (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000, p. 187).  

 

Research is clear about the significance of the first 8 years of human life as it is in these early 

years that the development of the brain has a greater chance of being positively influenced 

by protective interventions than by interventions later in life (Werker & Hensch, 2015). 

Moreover, the damage done to the brain through adverse early life experiences such as vio-

lence, malnutrition, unresponsive parenting, and lack of learning opportunities in a stimulat-

ing environment is long-term and often difficult and expensive to rectify in later years (Shon-

koff & Garner, 2012; Luby, 2015, Noble, et al. 2015). Moreover, while multiple factors such 

as health, nutrition, security and safety, responsive caregiving, and early learning interact 

with each other and influence the acquisition of competencies (Black et al., 2016, p. 4), a 

growing body of research (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000; Shonkoff et al., 2009; Meaney, 

2010; Szyf, 2009a; Szyf, 2009b; Fox et al., 2010) points to the critical role of early stimu-

lating experiences—particularly from birth to age five—in unlocking the developmental po-

tential of a child. In fact, recent evidence from economics also highlights the importance of 

investing in early years interventions as briefly described in the next sub-section.  

Cost-benefit ratio and annual returns of early interventions: evidence from economics 

Updating earlier estimates by Heckman et al. (2010) of 7-10% annual returns on investments 

in quality early interventions, García and Heckman (2016, p. 54) recently estimated a higher 

rate of return of 13.7% per annum, or a benefit of 7.3 dollars for every dollar spent on high 

quality interventions in the early years. In contrast, the return to the same dollar diminishes 

when the investment is made on interventions in later life stages as indicated by the Heckman 

curve (Heckman, 2008, p. 91) in figure 1, provided in appendix 1. It is important to note that 

these early investments must be followed by later investments for maximum value to be 

realized due to dynamic complementarity, or synergy (Heckman, 2008, p. 22) as the higher 

skill base in early years enhances the productivity of later investments.  
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Besides the higher yield of investments in the early years, Heckman (2008, p.22) also 

stresses the absence of ‘the traditional equity-efficiency tradeoff’ in early interventions as 

they not only ‘promote economic efficiency,’ but also ‘reduce lifetime inequality.’ He fur-

ther notes that ‘remedial interventions for disadvantaged adolescents who do not receive a 

strong initial foundation of skills face an equity-efficiency tradeoff’ as ‘they are difficult to 

justify on the grounds of economic efficiency and generally have low rates of return.’ It is 

no wonder that policymakers and educationists alike are increasingly shifting their focus and 

efforts to interventions that target the early years. This shift is evident in the inclusion of 

early childhood education in the Sustainable Development Goals for 2030 as sub-goal 4.2 

(UN General Assembly, 2015, p. 17). In contrast, the first set of global development goals—

the Millennium Development Goals for 2015—focused only on universal primary school 

education and was silent on the access and provision of ECEC services (MDG, 2000, p. 5). 

2.2 Understanding the ECE sub-goal 4.2 of SDG 4: challenges and risks 

The ECE sub-goal 4.2 of the Sustainable Development Goal 4 on education states that ‘by 

2030, ensure that all girls and boys have access to quality early childhood development, 

care, and preprimary education so that they are ready for primary education’ (UN General 

Assembly, 2015, p. 17). This sub-goal is particularly significant because although child mor-

tality rates in many low and middle-income countries have decreased dramatically in recent 

decades (UNICEF, 2018), in a landmark study, McGregor et al. (2007) estimated that in the 

year 2004 about one-third of the children under age 5 (or about 219 million11) in low-income 

and middle-income countries were at risk of not reaching their development potential12 as a 

result of poverty and inadequate nutrition. McGregor et al. (2007) also estimated the eco-

nomic loss due to the lost developmental potential in the early years to an average deficit of 

19.8% in adult annual income. The failure of children to fulfill their developmental potential 

in early years subsequently results in poor levels of cognitive development which in turn 

often leads to low levels of educational attainment, both of which are linked to later earnings 

                                                

 

11 In 2010, using improved source data, McGregor and colleagues revised this estimate upward to 279 mil-

lion (or about half of the children in 2004). 
12 Developmental potential is the ability to think, learn, remember, relate, and articulate ideas appropriate to 

age and level of maturity, and an estimated 39 percent of the world’s children under age five years do not at-

tain this potential (Grantham-McGregor and others 2007). 
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as well as the intergenerational transmission of poverty. Furthermore, the loss of develop-

mental potential also affects national development, particularly in developing countries with 

large proportions of such children. In fact, most of these disadvantaged children (89 million) 

are in South Asia, with India alone accounting for 65 million such children. The other nine 

countries which together with India account for 66% (145 million) of disadvantaged children 

(in millions) are Nigeria 16, China 15, Bangladesh 10, Ethiopia 8, Indonesia 8, Pakistan 8, 

Democratic Republic of the Congo 6, Uganda 5, and Tanzania 4 (McGregor et al., 2007). 

 

Given the staggering number of children (249.4 million13 in 2010) at risk of not reaching 

their developmental potential across the globe, and the personal as well as national conse-

quences of this loss, it is imperative for global efforts to focus on early childhood care and 

education, especially with the promising results from longitudinal follow-up studies which 

provide a strong economic justification for investing in early childhood care and education 

services (Hoddinott et al., 2013), especially in children younger than 3 years (Doyle et al., 

2009). In fact, results from several longitudinal follow-up studies on children exposed to 

adverse conditions such as poverty, malnutrition, and violence showed beneficial effects of 

the interventions on health biomarkers (Campbell et al., 2014), on competence (e.g., general 

knowledge, intelligence quotient, and educational attainment) (Maluccio et al., 2009; Walker 

et al., 2011), on reductions in violence, social inhibition, and depressive symptoms (Walker 

et al., 2011), on adult wage-earning (Gertler et al., 2014; Hoddinott et al., 2008), and also on 

growth in the subsequent generation (Behrman et al., 2009; Walker et al., 2015).  

The salience of quality of intervention in the ECE sub-goal 4.2 

The 2015 Millennium Development Goals Report estimated that despite achieving 91% pri-

mary enrollment globally (MDG, 2015, p. 24) an estimated 617 million children and adoles-

cents (or 56 percent of the children and adolescents in the world) were not achieving mini-

mum proficiency levels in reading and mathematics (UIS, 2017, p. 1). The goal to enroll 

children in schools missed the salience of quality of education in achieving learning out-

comes. Learning from the MDGs, the SDG 4 explicitly calls out the salience of quality of 

                                                

 

13 In a follow-up study, Lu C et al. (2016) estimated that the number of at risk under-5-year-old children 

dropped from 279 million (51 percent of children) in 2004 to 249.4 million (43 percent of children) in 2010. 
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intervention, particularly in the sub-goal 4.2 as “early childhood is [both] a time of great 

opportunity and considerable risk” (Shonkoff & Fisher, 2013, p. 24).  

 

There is ample empirical evidence linking the quality of the ECE intervention—such as in-

creased intensity of professional development of teachers with a focus on classroom prac-

tices (Bernal, 2010; Yoshikawa et al., 2011) and curricular interventions focused on partic-

ular domains such as language/ pre-literacy skills (San Francisco et al., 2006) or socio-emo-

tional skills (Baker-Henningham et al., 2009)—and the improved cognitive outcomes re-

flected in achievement in early primary grades (Aboud, Hossein, and O’Gara, 2008; Engle 

et al., 2011; Reynolds, 2000; Kagitcibasi et al, 2001). Similar evidence from longitudinal 

studies such as the High/ Scope Perry Preschool Study (Schweinhart and Weikart, 1997), 

the Abecedarian Experience (Ramey and Ramey, 1998), and The Effective Provisioning of 

Preschool Education Study in England (Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, & 

Taggart, 2004) as well as from small-scale experiments such as the Early Headstart (Love 

et al., 2001) and the impact assessment study carried out by the International Association 

for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement involving 1500 preprimary children from ten 

countries (Montie, 2006) have shown conclusively that high-quality ECE interventions re-

sult in sustained benefits in terms of both cognitive learning and socio-emotional adjustment.  

2.3 Overview of early childhood education in India: policy and provision 

While Article 45 of the Indian Constitution, under the directive principles of the State (or 

duties of the State), mandates the State to provide ten years of free and compulsory education 

for all children under the age of fourteen years (COI, 1950, pp. 23), early childhood educa-

tion is yet to be recognized as a constitutional or fundamental right of children under the age 

of six years. Progress was made in the Eighty-sixth Amendment to the Constitution in 2002 

(Constitution Amendment Act, 2002) when it was resolved to make universal and compul-

sory primary education a fundamental right (under Article 21 A) and Article 45 was rewritten 

to make the provision of early childhood care and education to children below the age of six 

years a directive principle of the State. However, the Constitution still reads that the revision 

is ‘yet not in force, date to be notified later on.’ Similarly, while the Right of Children to 

Free and Compulsory Education (RTE) Act 2010 guarantees children their right to quality 

primary and elementary education, ECE is not covered under this landmark act. Rather, the 
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RTE Act only urges states to provide free ECE for children above the age of three years. 

Nevertheless, some progress has been made in recent years. For instance, the 12th Five-Year 

Plan (2012-2017) of the Government of India (Five Year Plan, 2012, p. 57-58) acknowledges 

the importance of ECE, particularly in the context of school readiness of six-year-old chil-

dren. During this five-year period, the Government of India approved the country’s first 

National Early Childhood Care and Education Policy (NECCEP, 2013), which also included 

the first National Curriculum Framework and Quality Standards for ECCE (2013).  

Access and types of early childhood education centers in India 

Despite the lag in policy and regulation, ECE services for children under the age of six have 

been around in India at least since the 1970s. Today, there is an overall 80 percent partici-

pation of children aged 3 to 6 in some form of ECE across the country. This figure is roughly 

the same for urban India at 79 percent (FSG, 2015, p. 24) and at 80 percent in rural India 

(Kaul et al., 2017, p. 29). While there is no consolidated data available on the extent of 

provisions of ECE services across the country, recent studies in rural India have estimated 

the public provision of ECE services at 70 percent and that of the private sector at 30 percent 

(Kaul et al., 2017, p. 25). In terms of enrollments, the recent Annual Status of Education–

Rural (ASER) survey (ASER, 2018, p.51) found that in the year 2018 the number of 5-year-

old children in rural India enrolled in private preschools or private schools was 28.3 and that 

of 6 to 14-year-old children enrolled in private schools was 30.9 percent. Although similar 

country-wide studies on the extent of private provision of ECE services in urban India are 

currently not available, the number is likely to be much higher in urban India where, as per 

data from a largescale market survey conducted by FSG in 2015, 86 percent of 3 to 6-year-

old children from low-income households (who make up 70% of the urban population in 

India14) were enrolled in low-fee private schools (FSG, 2015, p. 24). Nevertheless, in terms 

of provision, both the public and the private sector have multiple offerings of ECE services 

that are available to parents, each of which is briefly described below. Figure 2, provided in 

appendix 2, presents a classification of the various types of ECE services.  

                                                

 

14 Urban areas comprising of cities with a population of one million or more 
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1. Government provision of ECE services in India 

The Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) by the Government of India is the 

world’s largest public-sector integrated program for children below 6 years of age. The 

ICDS, which began as a pilot in 35 administrative blocks15 of the country in 1975, has since 

been universalized and currently runs over 1.4 million early childhood development (ECD) 

centers known as Anganwadis or ‘courtyard centers’ across the country. Each Anganwadi 

center delivers various ECD services including health, education and nutritional support, 

community mobilization, and non-formal preschool education for 3 to 6-year old children. 

All these services are delivered in a life cycle model for pregnant and lactating women, 

children from birth to six years of age, and adolescent girls (Kaul et al., 2017, p. 12). Of the 

94.94 million beneficiaries served by the Anganwadi’s in 2017, 32.59 million were 3 to 6-

year-old children who received pre-school education (MWCD, 2018, p. 39).  

 

The government also supports the running of crèches by non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) under the Rajiv Gandhi Crèche Services for Children of Working Mothers ‘grant-

in-aid-scheme.’ These crèches provide daycare as well as health and nutrition facilities for 

underprivileged children below 6 years and preschool education for children in the age group 

of 3 to 6 years. According to available statistics, there are 23,293 crèches operating under 

this scheme (Kaul et al., 2017, p. 12). Apart from Anganwadis and crèches, government 

primary schools in some states in the country also have attached preschool classes which 

enroll children in the age group of 3 to 6 years. Kaul et al. (2017, p. 12) note that ‘the number 

of preschool sections/ classes attached to schools is reported to have almost doubled from 

115,372 in 2002-03 (Seventh All India Education Survey, 2002) to 215,931 during the year 

2012-13 (Unified District Information System for Education, NUEPA).’ 

2. Private sector provision of ECE services in India  

Private provision of ECE can be mainly divided into three types of services: crèches or day-

care services for children under the age of 3 years; standalone preschool centers which cater 

                                                

 

15 Each of the 29 states in India is divided into administrative districts, which are further sub-divided into 

blocks for the purpose of administrative ease by local governing bodies called as Panchayats. Cities have 

similar arrangements under the Urban Development Departments. 
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to children starting from 2 years (playschool) to 5 years (upper kindergarten); and schools 

with attached preprimary grades (nursery for 3 year old children, lower kindergarten for 4 

year old, and upper kindergarten for 5 year old children). All these services can be availed 

at various price points starting from the affordable neighborhood daycare center or the ubiq-

uitous low-fee private school to mid-priced preschools and private schools in tier 1 and tier 

2 cities16 and international preschools and private schools in metropolitan cities.  

The next section of this chapter presents an overview of the Indian education system, fol-

lowed by a review of the literature on the low-fee private schools that this study focuses on. 

2.4 Overview of the Indian education system: history, structure, and provision 

Before the British colonized India, starting with the rule of the East India Company in 1757, 

‘both the Hindus and the Muslims [the two largest populations who call India home] had 

their own indigenous education systems, each deeply rooted, with a great tradition of learn-

ing and scholarship behind them’ (Basu, 1982, p. 1). The Hindus followed the Gurukula 

system of education which was a residential system of schooling where the students lived 

with the teacher (Guru) in his house and helped him in all chores around the house and 

learned a variety of subjects such as literature, Vedas (scripture), mathematics, warfare, phi-

losophy, medicine, statecraft, astrology, and history (Chand, 2015, p. 110). The Muslims, on 

the other hand, followed the Maktab (primary school) and Madarsa (secondary school) sys-

tem in which the schools were typically attached to a mosque and the students learned a 

variety of subjects such as Persian (language), Quran (scripture), literature, mathematics, 

science, humanities, and law (Pandya, 2015, p. 48). In both these systems, education was 

not a social duty nor was it provided by the state. Hence, education was mostly availed by 

the minority upper castes17 in the society, while the children (boys) from the lower caste 

were taught their family trade by their fathers (Chand, 2015, p. 47). 

 

                                                

 

16 Tier 1 cities have a population between 100,000 and 1,000, 000 residents while tier 2 cities have a popula-
tion between 50,000 and 99,999 residents. (RBI, 2011, annexure 5) 
17 The caste system divides Hindus into four main categories in a decreasing order of socio-religious status – 

Brahmins (priests), Kshatriyas (warriers), Vaishyas (traders), and the Shudras (untouchables). (BBC, 2019). 
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After the East India Company colonized India in 1757, it did not intervene in the educational 

practices in India mainly because its primary interest in India was economic. However, dur-

ing the 1770s and 1780s, missionaries from Europe actively established English schools 

across India to educate the Indians they had converted to Christianity. For example, German 

Lutheran Schwartz established missionary schools in Tanjore, Ramnad, and Shivaganga, 

while British Baptist missionaries Carey, Marshman, and Ward started missionary schools 

in Serampore (Vennila, 2018, p. 313-314). However, the official British government policies 

on Indian education would take another 50 years to crystallize as the British government 

tried different approaches starting with minimal interference in the 1760s and 1770s under 

major-general Robert Clive; then transitioning to Orientalism from the 1780s to mid-1820s 

under governor-general Warren Hastings who promoted the indigenous school systems; and 

finally culminating in a complete replacement of the indigenous systems with the British 

education system beginning in the 1830s with Lord Thomas Babington Macaulay leading 

this shift (Chand, 2015, p. 111). The new curriculum introduced during this latter period was 

confined to ‘modern’ subjects such as science and mathematics, while subjects such as reli-

gion, metaphysics, and philosophy were dropped. Moreover, English became the medium of 

instruction and educational activities were moved away from religious places such as tem-

ples and mosques to classrooms in special buildings called schools (Ghosh, 1995).  

 

After gaining independence from the British in 1947, the newly formed Indian government 

continued with the education system put in place by the British during their rule, with the 

various existing education boards18 taking charge of education in schools in the 27 states 

which formed the quasi-federal Indian Union19. Later in 1952, the Indian constitution was 

amended and the Central Board of Secondary Education (CBSE) was established and this 

board was responsible for the curriculum, textbooks and the annual matriculation examina-

tion in schools affiliated to it, mainly in the national capital New Delhi and the seven union 

                                                

 

18 The Uttar Pradesh (a state in India) Board of High School and Intermediate Education was the first Board 

set up in India in the year 1921 with jurisdiction over Rajputana, Central India, and Gwalior. In 1929, the 

Board of High School and Intermediate Education, Rajputana, was established. Later, boards were estab-

lished in some of the states. Source: https://www.gnu.org/education/edu-system-india.en.html#sasi 
19 The Constitution of India (COI, 1949) declares India to be a "Union of States," with a federal structure. 

Part XI of the Indian constitution specifies the distribution of administrative, legislative, and executive pow-

ers between the States of India and the Union/ Central government in the national capital New Delhi. 
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territories governed by the Central government (CBSE, 2019). Until 1976, education re-

mained a state subject in the Indian Constitution (COI, 1950), with the Central government 

playing only an advisory role and each state having its own education board. However, with 

the Forty-Second Amendment to the Constitution in 1976 (Constitution Amendment Act, 

1976), education was made a concurrent subject, with both the individual state governments 

and the Central governments having the power to legislate on any aspect of education. To-

day, in addition to the various state education boards and the Central Board of Secondary 

Education, private schools also have the option of affiliating themselves to private boards 

like the Council of the Indian School Certificate Examinations (CISCE) as well as to inter-

national boards like the International Baccalaureate (IB) and the International General Cer-

tificate of Secondary Education (IGCSE) (British Council, 2014, p. 16-19).  

Structure of formal education in India 

Starting at the age of 6, the Indian education system currently follows the ‘10 + 2 + 3' struc-

ture for education from primary school to undergraduate university degrees. The first ten 

years of a child’s education comprises of five years of primary school and three years of 

upper primary school (both of which are covered under the 1950 Constitutional mandate of 

universal and compulsory education) as well as two years of secondary school. After sec-

ondary school, students have the option of either joining a higher secondary school for two 

years (also called as junior college or pre-university college in some Indian states) or a pol-

ytechnic institution for a three-year diploma course or an industrial training institute (ITI) 

for a 2-year certificate course. Students enrolled in higher secondary school have the option 

of pursuing their higher education via a three-year regular bachelor’s degree or a 4-year 

engineering or a 5.5-year medicine professional degree. Higher secondary graduates also 

have the option of enrolling for a two-year primary teacher training course. Graduates with 

a bachelor’s degree wishing to study further can pursue their post-graduate studies by com-

pleting a 2-year master’s degree, followed by doctoral and post-doctoral studies. Figure 3, 

provided in appendix 3, presents a detailed breakdown of the Indian education system.  
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Types of schools in India 

There are three types of provision of school education available across India—government-

funded and government-provided (via government schools), government-funded but pri-

vately provided (via private aided or “Grant-in-Aid" schools), and privately funded and pri-

vately provided (via private unaided schools) (Srivastav et al., 2013, p. 3). Figure 4, provided 

in appendix 4, presents a graphical classification of these various types of schools in India. 

Additionally, the following sub-sections give a brief overview of these various types of 

schools to help situate low-fee private schools in the Indian context.  

1. Government schools 

Government schools are owned and funded by the state or central government and the staff 

are on the government payroll. The government school system operates in two to three tiers: 

primary schools (from grade 1 to grades 4 or 5), secondary schools (from grade 5 or 6 till 

grade 10), and higher secondary schools (from grade 9 to grade 12). The primary schools 

are generally managed by local municipal bodies (called panchayats), while the secondary 

and higher secondary schools are operated by the respective state governments (Lewin, 

2011, p. 384). There are also several other types of premium segment of government schools 

for special groups. The Central government runs the Kendriya Vidyalays (or central schools) 

in all tier 1 and tier 2 cities to cater primarily to the children of the central government em-

ployees working in different states. Similarly, the Ministry of Defense runs 26 Sainik 

Schools across India to cater to the children of the officer cadre of the Indian Military. The 

Central government also runs the Jawahar Navodaya Vidyalaya (residential alternate 

schools) for gifted students in rural areas. Apart from these, some Central government de-

partments also run a small number of schools catering to special interest groups such as 

indigenous tribals (e.g., Department of Tribal Welfare), children rescued from child labor 

(e.g., Ministry of Labour), and child with disabilities (e.g., Ministry of Social Justice). 

2. Private aided schools 

Private aided schools are a ‘public-private hybrid’ which are owned and run by private man-

agement, but the salaries of teaching staff (up to 95% of a school’s budget) equivalent to 

teachers’ salaries in government schools and recurrent spending on non-teacher inputs is 
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fully funded by the respective state governments through a “Grant-in-Aid" provision (King-

don, 1996, p.3306; Panchamukhi and Mehrotra, 2005; Srivastava et al., 2013, p. 3;). How-

ever, the private aided schools must raise their own funds for all other costs, typically 

through tuition fees from parents. In order to qualify for the “Grant-in-Aid," the school man-

agement must ensure that teachers meet set qualifications and the school also follows regu-

lations for such schools, including a cap on the tuition fee that the school can charge. Due to 

the nature and amount of state intervention in the management and financing of these schools 

some researchers assert that these schools could be called ‘semi-government’ (Kingdon, 

1996, p.3306) or ‘government-aided’ schools (Tilak and Sudarshan, 2001, p. 2). 

3. Private unaided schools 

Private unaided schools are owned and run by private management and receive no aid or 

grants from the government. Nevertheless, these schools are expected to follow regulations 

specifically targeted at private unaided institutions. Private unaided schools can be further 

classified into ‘unrecognized’ or ‘recognized’ schools based on whether the school complies 

with all government regulations which confers the recognition status—although in practice, 

as Dixon  and Tooley (2005, p. 30) assert, ‘this is far from being the case.’ Based on the fee 

structure and the curriculum followed, ‘recognized’ private unaided schools are either elite 

international schools in metropolitan cities which are affiliated to various international 

boards such as the International Baccalaureate and Cambridge O and A levels, or they are 

mid-market schools in tier 1 and tier 2 cities which follow the Indian private board: Council 

for the Indian School Certificate Examinations (CISCE), or a government board such as the 

CBSE or any of the respective state education boards. ‘Unrecognized’ private unaided 

schools are found across urban India and are increasingly becoming common in rural India 

as well. These schools often charge very low fees, are commonly run out of rented buildings, 

and typically lack the required infrastructure to comply with the government regulations for 

schools. The focus of this research study is on these low-fee private unaided (and mostly 

unrecognized) schools and the next section delves deeper into these types of schools. 
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2.5 Understanding low-fee private schools: opportunities and challenges 

Private provision of education for children is neither a modern nor a (neo)-liberal phenom-

enon. Historically, the rich and elite in all societies have always paid for educational ser-

vices, outsourcing the education of their children to the best teachers that money could buy. 

Nevertheless, the provision of education in the second half of the 20th century was largely 

driven by Article 26 of Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (UDHR, 1948, p. 

54) which called for free and compulsory elementary education for all. In practice, Article 

26 of UDHR took the form of State provision of education through public schools, while 

private education which largely consisted of elitist schools catered to the children from af-

fluent families. However, since the year 2000, a growing body of literature (Tooley 2000a, 

2000b; Tooley and Dixon, 2006; Tooley, Dixon and Gomathi, 2007; Rose and Adelabu, 

2007; Srivastava, 2007a, 2007b; Bangay, 2007; Shukla and Joshi, 2008; Umar, 2008; Kisira, 

2008; Baird, 2009; Härmä, 2009; Tooley, 2009; Chimombo, 2009; Akyeampong, 2009; 

Tooley et al., 2010, Day Ashley et al., 2014; Tooley and Longfield, 2015) has firmly estab-

lished the presence of a different market of private schools that caters to low-income house-

holds in developing countries like India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Kenya, Malawi, and Uganda. 

In the Oxfam Education Report, Watkins (2000, pp. 229-230) notes that “the notion that 

private schools are servicing the needs of a small minority of wealthy parents is misplaced 

.... a lower-cost private sector has emerged to meet the demands of poor households.” 

 

While the mainstream narrative put public education in the spotlight in global efforts to meet 

the Millennium Development Goal of universal primary education by 2015, Patrinos et al. 

(2009, p. 3) estimated that globally the enrollment in private primary schools grew by a 

staggering 58 percent between 1991 and 2004. Similarly, Baum et al. (2014, p. 8) estimated 

that over 20 percent of total primary school enrollment in low-income countries was in pri-

vate schools. These numbers are striking especially in the light of increased spending on 

public education globally and nearly universal access to free public primary schools.  
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Between 1999 and 2003, researchers published findings on the burgeoning sector of low-fee 

private schools20 in India (PROBE 1999; Aggarwal 2000; Tooley and Dixon 2002), in Paki-

stan (Alderman et al. 2001; 2003) and also in many countries in Africa (Rose 2002; 2003). 

For example, in Haryana, India low-fee private unrecognized schools were found to be op-

erating in “every locality of the urban centers as well as in rural areas” typically adjacent to 

a government school (Aggarwal 2000, p. 20). Aggarwal further notes that an estimated 50 

percent of primary school-aged children in Haryana were attending private schools and the 

choice for parents was no longer whether to send their children to school but to “which type 

of school” (Aggarwal 2000, p. 21). In Lahore, Pakistan it was suggested that around half of 

children from families earning less than USD 1 a day attended private schools, even when 

there was a free government alternative (Alderman et al. 2001, p. 17). Rose (2002, 2003) 

identified a ‘mushrooming’ of private schools in East and Southern Africa, owing to the poor 

quality in government schools. Similarly, a rigorous literature review of the education sector 

commissioned by the DFID (Day Ashley et al. 2014) reported that a large majority of urban 

children attended low-fee private schools in countries like India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Ne-

pal, Nigeria, Kenya, Tanzania, Ghana, South Africa, Malawi, and Jamaica.  

Factors behind the rise of low-fee private schools in developing countries 

Heyneman and Stern (2013, p. 4) suggest that private schools have proliferated in developing 

countries in order ‘to meet excess demand resulting from an insufficient supply of public 

school spaces and/ or to provide alternatives to a failing public education system.’ Kingdon 

(2007, p. 183) similarly postulates that ‘poorly resourced public schools which suffer from 

high rates of teacher absenteeism may have encouraged the rapid growth of private (unaided) 

schooling in India, particularly in urban areas.’ At a global level, the failure of public edu-

cation services was documented much earlier in the World Bank report on services for the 

poor (World Bank, 2004, p. 111), which notes that ‘in many of the poorest countries there 

are enormous deficits in affordable access. Poor people have less access, lower attainment, 

                                                

 

20 Different researchers and organizations have used different terms to refer to these schools. For example, 

FSG refers to  these schools are affordable private schools (FSG, 2015); while Gray Matters Capital refers to 
these schools are budget private schools (Gray Matters Capital, 2012). However, in the context of this re-

search the name low-free private schools was selected as it more accurately captures the key distinguishing 

feature of these schools, which is the low fees that they charge parents. 
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and lower quality than those better off. In many countries, public sector provision is close to 

dysfunctional and rife with corruption. The technical quality of instruction and learning out-

comes are shockingly low, especially among poor people.’ Interestingly, despite identifying 

the epidemic failure of public education systems in most developing countries, the World 

Bank report (2004, pp. 1) urges citizens to be ‘patient,’ ‘because making services work for 

poor people involves changing not only service delivery arrangements but also public sector 

institutions.’ However, numerous research studies (e.g. Aggarwal, 2000; Alderman, Orazem 

& Paterno 1996; Dr`eze & Sen 2002; Tooley 2001; Tooley & Dixon 2002; Watkins 2000) 

on the proliferation of low-fee private schools serving ‘poor households’ have shown that 

citizens have voted with their feet by seeking out affordable private education for their chil-

dren. Tooley (2015, p. 228) describes this phenomenon as ‘de facto privatization’ where ‘the 

people themselves, not the state - indeed, often against the wishes of the state – are engaged 

in reassigning education to private rather than state control and ownership’. 

 

In addition to the dissatisfaction with the public education services available, researchers 

have also identified a secondary lever for this exodus to private schools—a preference for 

English as the medium of instruction in low-fee private schools (in most public schools the 

medium of instruction is the official State language and English is often taught only as a 

subject). Due to the ubiquity of the English language as the working language in most de-

veloping countries, particularly countries that were formerly British colonies, parents from 

low-income households in these countries believe that the ability to communicate in English 

gives their child a better chance of escaping a life of poverty (Sen and Blatchford 2001, 

Mitra et al. 2003). In India for instance, parents opt for low-fee private schools because of 

the perceived prestige and wage advantage associated with English proficiency (De et al., 

2002; Aslam et al., 2010; Nilekani, 2010; Dixon and Tooley, 2002 & 2005).  

Extent and spread of low-fee private schools in India 

Garg (2011, p.13) estimated that between 300,000 and 400,000 low-fee private schools were 

operating in India in 2011. Kingdon (2017, p. 24) similarly estimated the presence of about 

290,000 low-fee private schools across India in her ‘Report on Budget Private Schools in 

India 2016-17.’ A report by FSG India (FSG, 2015b, p. 7) estimated that in 2015 there are 
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over 150,000 low-fee private schools operating in urban21 India alone. However, available 

government data does reflect these numbers as government officials do not include the count 

of unrecognized schools in the database—which Rangaraju et al. (2012, p. 28) for instance 

found comprised three-quarters of the schools in the city of Patna, Bihar and enrolled two-

thirds of school-going children. Rangaraju et al. (2012, p.2) found that there were 1,574 

private schools in Patna, which was a huge deviation from the 350 private schools as per the 

District Information System for Education (DISE) data; moreover, 2,38,767 school-going 

children out of 3,33,776 students were missing from the official data as they were attending 

these undocumented private schools. Rangaraju et al. (2012, p. viii) also noted that ‘mostly 

the missing schools are unrecognized schools, which charge very low fees and cater to the 

poor and low middle class and are often clustered around government schools.’ 

Tooley and Dixon (2002) arrived at the same conclusion in their study that government data 

are likely to be under-reporting the real extent of private school enrolment, for two reasons. 

Firstly, because government surveyors do not collect data on unrecognized private schools; 

and secondly, because unrecognized private school owners often wish to remain ‘off the 

radar’ to avoid unwanted attention from corrupt officials as unrecognized private schools 

often do not meet all the official requirements to operate a school in India. Tooley and Dixon 

carried further research and concluded that in many low-income areas there were more un-

recognized/ unregistered low-fee private schools than government schools (Tooley & Dixon 

2005; Tooley et al., 2007b; Tooley et al., 2007a; Tooley & Dixon, 2007). For instance, they 

found that 36.5 percent of schools in the three poorest zones of Hyderabad, a metropolitan 

city in the South Indian state of Telangana was low-fee private schools, accounting for 65 

percent of children enrolled in schools (Tooley & Dixon, 2005, p. 8-9). Similarly, in 

Shahdara in East Delhi (an area with mostly low-income households), Dixon discovered that 

at least 66 percent of schools were low-fee private schools (Dixon, 2012, p. 189).  

 

Interestingly, the rise and growth of low-fee private schools is not an urban-specific phe-

nomenon. A large-scale survey of 20 Indian states revealed that 51% of all private rural 

                                                

 

21 Cities with a population of one million or more. 
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primary schools were unrecognized (Muralidharan and Kremer, 2006). In terms of enrol-

ments, while the official data (NUEPA, 2011) suggests that 20% of all primary school en-

rolments in rural India is in private schools, studies by non-governmental organizations like 

Pratham (ASER, 2010, p. 51; ASER, 2018, p. 51) put the private school enrollments at 24 

and 30.9 percent in 2010 and 2018 respectively. Furthermore, the preference for private pro-

vision also extends to ECE as evident from a recent longitudinal study (Kaul et al., 2017, p. 

32) which found that 23.4 percent of 6-year-old children in the rural areas in the Indian states 

of Assam, Rajasthan, and Telangana were attending private schools or preschool centers.  

Description of a typical low-fee private school in India 

The typical low-fee private school is small, with an average enrollment of around 400 stu-

dents (Gray Matters Capital, 2012, p.28). While most schools have functional toilets and 

drinking water facilities, low-fee private schools typically lack playgrounds and other infra-

structure like a library, and computer and science laboratories. Moreover, while 80 percent 

of schools have attached preprimary grades, only 69 percent of schools go beyond grade 8 

as most low-fee private schools are not recognized by the government, making it difficult (if 

not impossible) for these schools to get the necessary affiliation required to conduct the ma-

triculation examinations at the end of grade 10 (FSG, 2015b, p. 12). As far as teachers are 

concerned, low-fee private schools keep the costs low by hiring untrained and unqualified 

teachers for very low salaries in the range of USD 75 to USD 150 per month, which is a 

huge drop from the base salary of USD 300 in government schools. The monthly all-inclu-

sive fee (includes the cost of books, uniforms, miscellaneous fees) in these schools starts 

from USD 7 and can go all the way up to USD 20 (FSG, 2015b; Gray Matters India, 2012).  

 

Hila Mehr et al. (2013, p. 28) note that low-fee school owners are usually rooted in the 

school’s community and they ‘tend to lie on a spectrum of type archetypes: the Education-

alist and the Entrepreneur.’ As part of the research phase of the Program to Improve Private 

Early Education, FSG found that a majority of low-fee school owners are entrepreneurs who 

do not necessarily have any prior experience of working in the education field, and their 

primary motivation for starting the school was financial gain as low-fee private schools have 

low costs and are a profitable business due to the high demand from parents. The education-
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alists, on the other hand, are a minority among low-fee private school owners and their pri-

mary motivation for starting the school was to offer good quality education to children from 

low-income households at affordable costs (FSG, 2015b, p. 12, 28). 

Quality of Education in low-fee private schools in India 

Most studies that have compared student-learning performance in government schools and 

private schools across India show a ‘private school premium’ even after accounting for stu-

dent effects. A range of econometric techniques have been applied to correct for possible 

biases: by controlling for observed background characteristics of children (e.g. Govinda and 

Varghese, 1993; Kingdon, 1996; Muralidharan & Kremer, 2006; Desai et al., 2008; 

Wadhwa, 2009; Goyal, 2009; Goyal & Pandey, 2009; French & Kingdon, 2010;); by using 

lagged test scores and community fixed effects (e.g. Singh and Sarkar, 2012); through house-

hold fixed effects (e.g. French and Kingdon, 2010); by running models with village fixed 

effects to isolate village level confounders; through propensity score matching (e.g. Chudgar 

and Quin, 2012); and through the use of Heckman selection models (e.g. Kingdon, 1996; 

Desai et al., 2008). Nevertheless, these studies only highlight relative performance—with 

low-fee private schools frequently being only marginally better than what are often poorly 

performing government schools. The learning levels in both government schools and low-

fee private schools are worryingly low (ASER, 2010, 2011, 2012; Education Initiatives, 

2006, 2010). In fact, using multivariate analysis on data of 7000 children from rural India 

and around 3000 children from urban India aged 8 to 11, balanced using the propensity score 

matching technique, Chudgar and Quin (2011) found that children in low-fee private schools 

may perform no better than their counterparts attending public schools in the same area. 

Mehrotra and Panchamukhi (2006) arrived at the same conclusion and summarized the poor 

quality of learning in both low-fee private schools and government schools across India by 

stating that while most of the low-fee private schools offer ‘a poor quality alternative to 

government schools,’ the situation in government schools ‘is much worse’ (p. 440).  

 

In terms of ECE, the preprimary grades in most low-fee private schools appear to be a down-

ward extension of the primary grades, with fixed seating and regimented environments 

(FSG, 2015b, p. 46). The student to teacher ratio is typically on the higher side with an 

average of 40:1, and the teachers are often untrained and without prior experience in ECE. 
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Most schools do not invest in any teaching or learning materials, and the teaching methods 

are predominantly rote-based and developmentally inappropriate (FSG, 2015b, p. 46). On 

assessing the school readiness of 6 year old children in low-fee private schools across India 

using the International Development and Learning Assessment (IDELA) tool by Save the 

Children, FSG (2016, p.9) found that 54 percent of the children had not developed number 

sense and could not pick out 12 sticks form a stack of 20. The literacy outcomes were worse 

with 78 percent of the children unable to read three simple 3-letter words in English, alt-

hough these low-fee private schools were English medium schools. The premium of up to 

10 percent of the disposable monthly income (FSG, 2015a) that parents from low-income 

households spend on private schools does not seem to result in any learning advantages. 

Why focus on low-fee private schools in India? 

Using available data from the Indian Readership Survey 2014 and the New Consumer Clas-

sification System (NCCS), FSG (2015, p. 10) estimated that 70 percent of the population 

across urban22 India is comprised of low-income households. FSG also found out that most 

of these households (86 percent) were sending their 3 to 6-year-old children to low-fee pri-

vate schools. Given that a significant percentage of households in urban India are currently 

sending their children to low-fee private schools, it is imperative that further research is 

undertaken on these low-fee private schools in India with the objective of understanding 

what it would take to improve the quality of early childhood education in these schools be-

cause as noted earlier, the early years have a profound impact not only on the individual life 

outcomes of children but also on the future health and stability of the nation. 

                                                

 

22 Cities with a population of one million or more. 
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3 Theoretical and conceptual frameworks 

The first half of this chapter clarifies the researcher’s theoretical framework as this ‘basic 

set of beliefs guide’ (Guba, 1990, p. 17) the researcher’s methodological choices (Burrell 

&Morgan, 1979; Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Crotty, 1998; Creswell, 2007; Cohen et al., 2009). 

The second half of this chapter describes the three conceptual frameworks selected by the 

researcher to help frame the various theoretical propositions and also act as a guide in ‘de-

termining what data to collect and the strategies for analyzing the data’ (Yin, 2009, p. 36). 

3.1 Theoretical framework 

Creswell (2014, p. 6) defines theoretical frameworks as ‘a general philosophical orientation 

about the world and the nature of research that a researcher brings to a study.’ This sub-

section explains this philosophical orientation of the researcher in the form of the following 

four key theoretical assumptions as identified by Burrell and Morgan (1979, p. 1-3): (1) 

ontology, (2) epistemology, (3) human nature, and (4) research methodology. 

3.1.1 Ontological assumptions 

According to Burrell and Morgan (1979, p. 1), ‘ontology concerns the nature of the world 

that is investigated,’ which in the context of this research is the social world, and based on 

the researchers’ ontological beliefs, what can be studied and known about reality will greatly 

vary (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Crotty, 1998). Extant literature on 

ontology identifies two dominant and opposing ideas that propose that either reality only 

exists inside the cognition of the observer (nominalism) or that it exists independent of the 

observer (realism) (Cohen et al., 2009, p. 8). In other words, nominalism proposes that the 

social world is a mental model of the observer and does not have a reality of its own, while 

realism believes that social structures have an independent existence (Burrell and Morgan, 

1979, p. 3-4). Aligning with the ontological position of nominalism, the researcher believes 

that reality is subjective, and it is constructed by human beings within specific historical and 

socio-cultural contexts. Therefore, social science research must be situated within its unique 

contexts and not generalized for the whole population (Creswell, 2007). Furthermore, the 

researcher also believes that a single phenomenon or social construct may have multiple 



37 

 

 

interpretations and meanings for different individuals rather than being a universal truth that 

can be determined by a process of measurement. Building on this ontological stance, the 

next sub-section explains the strong correlation between this ontological view and the re-

searcher’s epistemological assumptions (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p. 108). 

3.1.2 Epistemological assumptions 

Epistemology is concerned with the nature and forms of knowledge: what constitutes ‘true’ 

knowledge about the world; in what form does it exist; how it can be acquired; and how it is 

communicated to other human beings, i.e., can knowledge be externalized and communi-

cated as facts, or is it something that we personally experience? (Burrell and Morgan, 1979; 

Cohen et al., 2009). Epistemological assumptions broadly fall on a spectrum ranging from 

positivism to interpretivism (Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2005). Positivists believe knowledge 

is objective, tangible, and absolute, and it can be understood and learned using empirical and 

quantitative methods commonly used in natural sciences (Crotty, 1998, p. 5-6). In contrast, 

interpretivists believe knowledge is subjective, situated, and socially constructed, and hence 

it cannot be gained by being an external observer of social activities (Hammersley, 2013, p. 

26). Therefore, interpretivists often personally involve in the social world and seek to gain 

knowledge from ‘the inside rather than the outside’ (Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p. 5). 

 

Given the researcher’s ontological position of nominalism, his epistemology better aligns 

with the interpretivist assumptions on the epistemological spectrum. To elaborate, the re-

searcher believes that social constructs (e.g., quality of ECE environment, school culture, 

motivations of teachers, and the concept of leadership) that this research aims to understand 

are socially constructed by individuals (in this case the teachers and school leaders at the 

case study school). Therefore, to understand these social constructs, the researcher not only 

needs to observe the actions and behaviors of these individuals, but also interact with them 

to understand the beliefs, values, and contexts that drive these actions and behaviors.  
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3.1.3 Assumptions about human nature 

Burrell and Morgan (1979, p. 2) define human nature as ‘the relationship between people 

and their environment’ in terms of whether people or their environment determine what hap-

pens to people. On one extreme lies ‘determinism’ which is the belief that the environment 

or people’s situation controls what happens to them. On the other extreme lies ‘voluntarism’ 

which assumes that people are free-willed actors who are in total control of their destiny. 

Unlike, ontology and epistemology, Burrell and Morgan (1979, p. 6) do not feel strongly 

that researchers need to make a choice about their assumptions about human nature. Rather, 

they note that many social science researchers assume an intermediate position, which is the 

stance that the researcher has chosen for this study. To elaborate, the researcher believes that 

the individuals being studied (i.e., the teachers and the school leaders at the case study 

school) are free-willed actors but are also constrained by their situation and the environment 

in which they find themselves. For instance, while the school leaders are free to decide the 

salaries of teachers, the financial constraints of a low-fee private school limit the extent to 

which the school leaders can increase these salaries even if they wanted to.  

3.1.4 Methodological choices 

Hitchcock and Hughes (1995, p. 21) assert that ‘ontological assumptions engender episte-

mological assumptions, both of which then give rise to methodological considerations, 

which in turn lead to issues of instrumentation and data collection.’ Based on this logical 

link between the four assumptions discussed earlier, the researcher’s theoretical framework 

leads to a qualitative methodology that is best explored by a case study as it is impossible to 

separate the variables of the phenomenon (e.g., the motivations of teachers, engagement of 

school leaders in the teaching and learning processes, and school culture) from their context 

(Yin, 2009). Furthermore, since the research study aims to explain and describe human be-

havior with an emphasis on the differences and similarities of human beings, and the re-

searcher has chosen to utilize multiple qualitative approaches such as observations, in-depth 

interviews, and review of relevant documents to build a rich pool of data which will help 

triangulate the findings and build a robust understanding of the various factors which seem 

to be influencing the quality of the ECE environment in the case study school. 



39 

 

 

3.2 Conceptual frameworks and research propositions 

According to Yin (2009, p. 35), theory development is a vital and organic component of the 

design phase of a case study. He further notes that ‘the role of theory development, prior to 

the conduct of any data collection, is one point of difference between case studies and related 

methods such as ‘ethnography’ (e.g., Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Van Maanen, 1988) and 

‘grounded theory’ (e.g., Corbin & Strauss, 2007) where the researchers deliberately avoid 

specifying any theoretical propositions at the outset of an inquiry.’ The following sub-sec-

tions describe the three conceptual frameworks that were selected to help develop this case 

study’s five theoretical propositions as well as the rival and null propositions.  

3.2.1 Rowan’s teachers’ effectiveness model 

The main frameworks on the effectiveness of workers stem from empirical research in soci-

ology and in organizational and industrial psychology. Drawing on this body of literature, 

Rowan et al. (1997, p. 256) proposed that after controlling for relevant student and school 

characteristics, the effectiveness of teachers in the classroom—as measured by students’ 

achievement—is a complex function of three general classes of variables: (1) the capacities 

of the teachers (e.g., instructional skills and subject matter knowledge/ expertise); (2) the 

motivations and commitments of the teachers (measured in terms of teachers’ efficacy, out-

come expectations, expectations of students, and locus of control); and (3) the characteristics 

of the settings in which the teachers work (e.g., the school climate and culture, and various 

classroom situations such as class size and support from an assistant teacher). Figure 5, pro-

vided in appendix 5, presents a visualization of this conceptual framework.  

 

On testing the model on public-use data from the National Education Longitudinal Study 

(NELS) 88 first follow-up data files, Rowan et al. (1997) found that these three classes of 

variables have an additive effect on student achievement after controlling for a large number 

of student and school-level variables. The model also suggested a multiplicative effect of 

students’ ability on these three classes of variables in that the low-performing students ben-

efitted the most from an increase in teachers’ abilities, teachers’ motivations, and better work 

situations for the teachers. This is particularly significant in the context of low-fee private 
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schools where parental support at home towards the child’s learning is generally low and the 

student achievement levels are overall quite poor (FSG, 2015a. 2016). 

 

Building on this framework, this study proposes that, 

P1: the preprimary teachers in the case study school are highly motivated and are more 

capable (understand the basic principles for ECE and are aware of developmentally 

appropriate pedagogy for early years) 

 

P2: the work situation at the case study school is better than that in the average low-fee 

private school (viz. workload, support from school leadership, remuneration, etc.) 

 

In addition to these three classes of variables, Leithwood et al. (2004) also draw attention to 

the influence of the external environment (e.g., shifting government policies and other de-

mands such as parents’ demands) on teachers’ effectiveness in their study on student learn-

ing outcomes. However, government policies do not have a huge impact on the functioning 

of teachers in low-fee private schools because as discussed earlier in the section on ‘low-fee 

private schools in India,’ most of these schools are unrecognized schools which operate un-

der the government radar. In terms of parents’ demands, FSG’s research on parent behavior 

(FSG, 2015a, p. 231-232) shows that most parents do not actively engage with the school. 

 

Building on these premises, this research study also proposes that, 

 

P3: the external environment does not have any significant impact on the effectiveness 

of the preprimary teachers in the case study school 

3.2.2 Hallinger’s ‘leadership for learning’ model 

Besides the teachers, there is a large body of research that shows that the school leaders also 

hold the potential to significantly impact student achievement in a school (e.g., Bell et al., 

2003; Leithwood et al., 2004, 2006; Marzano et al., 2005; Witziers et al., 2003; DCSF, 2007; 

Leithwood & Mascall, 2008; Southworth, 2002; Robinson et al., 2008; Mulford & Silins, 

2003, 2009; Leithwood & Levin, 2010; Heck & Hallinger, 2009; Hallinger & Heck, 

1996a&b, 2010; Day et al., 2010; Cheng, 1994). While qualitative research studies on school 
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effectiveness (Edmonds, 1979; Maden, 2001; Scheurich, 1998) have documented the con-

viction that school leaders make a huge difference to the quality of learning by impacting 

the quality of teaching in the school, more recent quantitative studies (Hallinger & Heck, 

1998; Marzano et al., 2005; Witziers et al., 2003) have also attempted to measure the actual 

impact of school leaders on improved learning outcomes. For instance, in their meta-analysis 

of 70 empirical studies in the United States evidence, Marzano et al. (2005) found a moder-

ately strong effect (a correlation of approximately 0.25) of school leadership on student 

achievement. In light of the above literature, a suitable school leadership framework was 

sought to help study the phenomena of leadership at the case study school. However, the 

existence of multiple competing school leadership frameworks and the lack of contextual 

sensitivity made selecting a suitable framework for this research study challenging.  

Multiple competing school leadership frameworks 

On the first point, various researchers have proposed competing school leadership frame-

works such as transformational leadership (e.g. Leithwood, 1994; Leithwood & Jantzi, 

1999, 2000; Silins, 1994), instructional leadership (e.g. Hallinger, 2010; Hallinger et al., 

1996; Heck et al., 1990; Kleine-Kracht, 1993; Leitner, 1994; Wiley, 2001), distributed lead-

ership (e.g. Gronn, 2003; Spillane, 2006), and shared leadership (e.g. Barth, 1990; Hallinger 

& Heck, 2010; Heck & Hallinger, 2009; Marks and Printy, 2003; Pounder et al., 1995). 

While all of these leadership frameworks have some common elements that are applicable 

in the context of low-fee private schools in India (e.g., focus on the professional development 

of teachers, monitoring of classroom teaching, and setting the vision and goals for the 

school), they also have some fundamental differences (e.g., focus on transformation versus 

focus on improvement on standardized tests) which made them incompatible.  

Lack of contextual sensitivity in most leadership frameworks 

On the second point, stressing the importance of context when looking at leadership theories, 

Clarke and O’Donoghue, (2017, p. 167) note that ‘the amount of empirical research on lead-

ership of educational organizations, and especially of schools, which has stressed the im-

portance of being sensitive to context, is not great.’ Unfortunately, much of the existing 

empirical literature on school leadership originates from the United States and other OECD 
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countries, and due to the stark differences in contexts, many of the elements of the main-

stream school leadership frameworks are not sensitive to the Indian context. For example, 

while Marzano’s (2005) school leadership model relies heavily on robust student achieve-

ment data to inform the decisions and actions of the school leader; the use of such data on 

student achievement is virtually non-existent in the context of low-fee private schools in 

India due to situational challenges such as poor logistics (e.g., large class sizes and under-

staffed schools resulting in high workload for teachers and school leaders) and technological 

challenges (e.g., lack of technological infrastructure to capture, store, and process data, and 

poor technical expertise in the school staff to collect and work on digitized data).  

Reasons for selecting Hallinger’s leadership for learning framework 

In spite of the above two challenges, after going through all the mainstream leadership  mod-

els, Hallinger’s (2011) ‘leadership for learning’ framework (as depicted in figure 6, pre-

sented in appendix 6) was selected as the most suitable conceptual framework for this re-

search study for three key reasons: firstly, the framework has come to subsume features of 

instructional leadership, transformational leadership, and shared leadership (Hallinger, 

2003; Heck and Hallinger, 2009; MacBeath and Cheng, 2008; Marks and Printy, 2003; Mul-

ford and Silins, 2009); secondly, the framework acknowledges the importance of linking 

leadership to its context; and thirdly, the framework’s four leadership dimensions (values 

leadership, leadership focus, context for leadership, and sources of leadership) can be super-

imposed on Rowan’s teacher effectiveness framework to explain how school leaders can 

affect teachers’ effectiveness in the classroom, and thus impact student achievement.  

Building on Hallinger’s four leadership dimensions, the research study proposes that, 

P4: the school leaders influence the preprimary teachers’ effectiveness by (i) creating 

efficient academic structures and processes (improving work situation); (ii) supporting 

teachers through regular training, monitoring, and feedback (improving teachers’ abil-

ities); (ii) building a shared vision and setting clear goals (motivating teachers) 

3.2.3 Distributed leadership model 

The fourth dimension of Hallinger’s (2011, p. 136) ‘leadership for learning model’ proposes 

that there may be multiple sources of leadership in an effective school, with different leaders 
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carrying out specific functions that the school leadership must carry out in order to positively 

impact the student learning outcomes. Commenting on this, Lashway (2003, p. 1) notes that 

‘the common ideal of a heroic leader is obsolete […] the task of transforming schools is too 

complex for one person to accomplish single-handedly.’ Similarly, Woods (2005) and Hart-

ley (2007) suggest that the ‘distributed leadership model emerged as an alternative to the 

charismatic leadership in which super-talented leaders single-handedly persuaded, inspired, 

or directed followers towards achieving their organizational goals.’  

 

Today, there is a growing body of researchers (Gronn, 2002; Goleman, 2002; Bush & 

Glover, 2003; Lashway 2003; Harris, 2004; Hartley, 2007; Leithwood, Mascall, Strauss, 

Sacks, Memon & Yashkina, 2007; WaiYan Wan, Hau-Fai Law & Chan, 2017) who advocate 

a distributed leadership model where various leadership functions such as decision-making 

processes, developing teachers, and monitoring and evaluating teachers’ performance (Spil-

lane, 2005; Hulpia, Devos & Rosseel, 2009) are distributed among various school staff, ei-

ther formally or informally (Spillane, Halverson and Diamond, 2004; Torrance, 2013). Fur-

thermore, there is also a growing body of research evidence that shows a positive impact of 

distributed leadership on (i) teachers’ morale, confidence, expectations, professional devel-

opment, and job satisfaction (Court, 2003a&b; Hulpia & Devos, 2009); (ii) school effective-

ness and improvement (Harris, Muijs & Crawford, 2003; Harris et al., 2007; Silins & Mul-

ford, 2004); (iii) overall transformation in schools (Harris et al., 2007). 

Building on the fact that the case study school has good quality ECE environment despite 

facing the same challenges as other low-fee private schools, the study proposes that, 

P5: leadership in the case study school does not reside in a single school leader’s char-

acteristic, skill, or knowledge (Spillane, 2005; Spillane et al., 2004), but instead it is 

distributed among various staff members, formally and informally 

It is important to note here that although ‘scholars and practitioners often use the terms dis-

tributed leadership and democratic leadership interchangeably’ (Spillane and Sherer, 2004, 

p. 1), distributed leadership is a leadership model as explained earlier, while democratic 

leadership is a leadership style which ‘entails rights to meaningful participation and respect 

for and expectations toward everyone as ethical beings’ (Woods, 2004, p. 5). 
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3.2.4 Rival and null propositions 

As Yin (2009, p. 134) mentions, if the researcher is aware of any potential rival proposition 

which could possibly explain the phenomenon being studied, the researcher must attempt to 

collect data on these possible ‘other influences.’ Based on the researchers work on the Pro-

gram to Improve Private Early Education by FSG (as explained in chapter 1), the following 

rival proposition was framed to study the impact of an education intervention on the quality 

of the ECE environment in the preprimary grades at the case study school. 

RP1: The quality of the preprimary grades is driven largely by an education intervention 

partner and not by motivated teachers and/ or strong school leaders 

Additionally, a null hypothesis was also framed to account for chance circumstances 

resulting in the good quality of the ECE environment in the preprimary grades at the case 

study school on the day of the classroom observations by the researcher.   

RP2: The Null Hypothesis – There are no clear drivers which explain the good quality 

of the preprimary grades in the case study school, and the good quality observed by the 

researcher could be due to chance circumstances on the day of the visit. 
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4 Research Methodology: the case study 

Yin (2009, p. 3) starts his book ‘Case Study Research: Design and Methods’ by noting that 

‘using case studies for research purposes remains one of the most challenging of all social 

science endeavors.’ Nevertheless, after considering the various methods of doing social sci-

ence research, including but not limited to ethnography and surveys, the case study method 

was selected for this study as it met the three relevant situations that Yin (2009, p. 13) pro-

poses are critical for selecting the case study method: (1) it was best suited to answer the 

primary research question which explored ‘how’ the case study school was working to 

achieve good quality ECE environment in its preprimary grades; (2) the researcher had little 

control over events in the school which led to the good quality ECE environment; and (3) 

the focus of the research was on a contemporary phenomenon within real-life context—the 

quality of the ECE environment in the preprimary grades of the case study school.  

 

This chapter describes the research methodology used in this study and begins with an over-

view of the type of case study used. The second section of this chapter then describes the 

process followed for selecting the right case for this study while the third section documents 

the field procedures followed, including the various tools used and data sets collected as well 

as relevant information about the key informants interviewed. The final section highlights 

the key measures taken to ensure the validity of this study and it is hoped that the rigorous 

documentation as captured in this entire chapter lends to the reliability of the study. 

4.1 Defining the case study type used in this research study 

According to Yin (2009, p. 13), ‘a case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, especially when the 

boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident.’ Along with Yin’s 

broad definition of the case study method, the researcher also made use of the various case 

study dimensions proposed by Scholz and Tietje (2002, p. 10) as given in table 1 below to 

further define and classify the type of case study used in this research study. 
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Table 1. Scholz and Tietje’s dimensions for classifying case studies 

Dimension Classification Selected type 

Design Holistic or embedded 

Single case or multiple case 

Embedded 

Single case 

Motivation Intrinsic or instrumental Intrinsic 

Epistemological status Exploratory, descriptive, or explanatory Explanatory 

Purpose Research, teaching, or action/ application Research 

Data Quantitative or qualitative Qualitative 

Format Highly structured, short vignettes 

Unstructured or groundbreaking 

Not applicable 

Synthesis Informal, empathic, or intuitive 

Formative or method-driven 

Informal 

Formative 

 

Given the limitations of the researcher in terms of time and resources available to carry out 

the study, a single case was selected for this research with the aim of testing specific theories 

with a clear set of propositions (Yin, 2009, p. 21). Furthermore, since there were multiple 

stakeholders or actors who were capable of influencing the quality of the ECE environment 

in the preprimary grades of the case study school, an embedded approach was followed 

where the preprimary teachers and the school leadership were identified as the two sub-units 

for this study. Additionally, as the research question aimed to understand in its entirety how 

the various stakeholders worked to achieve good quality ECE environment in the preprimary 

grades of the case study school, an intrinsic case study method was followed (Stake, 1995). 

In terms of the epistemological status, this case study was explanatory as it made use of 

various conceptual frameworks and theoretical propositions to explain how the case study 

school worked to achieve good quality ECE environment in its preprimary grades. The re-

search objective of this case study as established earlier is to fulfill the research requirements 

for the master’s degree in education at the University of Oulu, Finland. The use of qualitative 

data in the form of in-depth interviews and classroom observation notes, as well as relevant 

documents, clarifies the qualitative nature of this case study. Finally, the narrative nature of 

this research report explains the informal and mostly intuitive synthesis used in this study, 
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while the global statements and conclusions explain the formative synthesis process fol-

lowed in this study. The dimension of format was not applicable in this study as this dimen-

sion mainly applies to written case studies used for the purpose of teaching.  

4.2 Selection of the case study school 

The following process was followed for the selection of the case for this research study. 

First, a set of selection criteria were identified during the literature review on low-fee private 

schools. Next, these criteria were prioritized so that the selection process would resemble a 

funnel where different filters (selection criteria) would be applied to the pool of available 

cases, leading to a shortlist of cases meeting all the criteria. In order to develop a long list of 

cases, the researcher reached out to relevant contacts working in the ECE space and/ or with 

low-fee private schools in India. Starting from an initial list of 9 potential cases, the re-

searcher ultimately selected Infant Jesus Matriculation Higher Secondary School (IJMHSS), 

located in Kalpakkam, in Chennai, Tamil Nadu. The following section briefly describes the 

selection criteria used and also attempts to justify the final selection of IJMHSS.  

Should be located in or around one of the six PIPE’s pilot cities 

At the time of conducting this research study, the researcher was working full-time on the 

Program to Improve Private Early Education by FSG, India, and as part of his role in PIPE 

he traveled regularly to the following six cities across India: Chennai, Delhi, Mumbai, Ban-

galore, Mysore, and Hyderabad, where PIPE was researching the implementation of its part-

ners’ ECE products in low-fee private schools. Hence, preference was given to schools lo-

cated in and/ or around these six cities for practical and logistical reasons as the visits to the 

case study school could be scheduled on days before or after research visits for PIPE. 

 

Infant Jesus Matriculation Higher Secondary School is located in Kalpakkam, a suburb 

on the outskirts of the city of Chennai, Tamil Nadu in the southeast of India. 
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Should be a typical low-fee private school 

A. Fee charged  

Based on research conducted by PIPE (FSG, 2015b, p.6), the all-inclusive monthly cost to 

parents in low-fee private schools ranges from INR 450 to INR 1,500 per month (roughly 

$6 to $2023). This includes the monthly tuition fee plus the annual cost of books and uni-

forms, admission/ readmission fee and other miscellaneous expenses such as library fee (di-

vided by 12 to arrive at the cost per child per month). A sector-analysis of low-fee private 

schools by Gray Matters India (2012) puts the monthly tuition fee between INR 250 and 

INR 1000. When the cost of books (~INR 2,000), uniforms (~INR 2,000), and admission/ 

readmission fee (~INR 3,000 to INR 5,000) are added, the all-inclusive fee comes up to 

about the same as FSG’s calculation. Therefore, PIPE’s inflation-adjusted upper limit of INR 

1650 (~$24) as a monthly fee in the academic year 2018-19 was used for selecting the case. 

Infant Jesus Matriculation Higher Secondary School was charging an all-inclusive 

monthly fee of INR 1,258 for the lower kindergartner and INR 1,538 for the upper kinder-

garten in the academic year 2018-19 (the fee card of the school is attached in appendix 7).  

B. Ownership structure 

Most low-fee private schools are privately owned by an individual who runs the school as a 

profit-making venture. However, the sector also has low-fee private schools which are run 

by charitable and/ or religious non-government organizations. The key differences in both 

these types of low-fee private schools are access to funds and school leadership structure. A 

charitable low-fee private school is run by a trust or a society which can raise funds through 

grants and donations. Such schools often have all the amenities of mid-market private 

schools such as good infrastructure (large classrooms, a playground, adequate toilets, etc.) 

and qualified teachers as they can pay higher salaries. However, these schools charge a fee 

that is comparable to low-fee private schools as the fees are heavily subsidized by the grants 

and donations raised by the managing trustees or members of the society.  In contrast, typical 

low-fee private schools that are run by individual owners have limited infrastructure (e.g., 

                                                

 

23 Using the 1 INR = 0.014 USD conversion rate. 
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small classrooms, no playgrounds, fewer toilets, etc.), employ unqualified teachers due to 

lower pay scales offered, and depend primarily on the fee collected from parents to operate. 

Also, in terms of school leadership structure, charitable low-fee private schools are managed 

by a board of trustees or members who appoint a qualified principal to run the operations at 

the school. In contrast, in a low-fee private school that is run by an individual, the owner 

often doubles up as the principal or appoints a close family member as the principal. For this 

research study, the low-fee private school run by an individual was chosen as the subject of 

study because it is the more prevalent type of low-fee private school operating in India, and 

hence the findings of this study may potentially be relevant to a larger audience. 

Infant Jesus Matriculation Higher Secondary School is owned by an individual who dou-

bles up as the school’s correspondent while his wife runs the school as its principal.  

Should have good quality ECE (as measured by the TECERS tool) 

Once a short-list of potential (typical) low-fee private schools was created based on the first 

two criteria, the next filter that was applied to the list was that the school should have good 

quality ECE in the preprimary grades. A standardized evaluation tool—the Tamil Nadu 

Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (TECERS) (Isely, 2001)— was used to measure 

the quality of ECE environment in the preprimary grades. The maximum normalized score 

that a classroom can get is 100 and according to the Quality Matters study (MS Swaminathan 

Foundation, 2001) which validated the tool on a sample of 48 ECE classrooms in both gov-

ernment and low-fee private schools in Chennai, India, a classroom with good quality ECE 

environment would score in the range of 75 to 90. Hence, a quality threshold of a score of 

75 on the TECERS tool was used to further filter the potential case study schools.  

The four preprimary classrooms in Infant Jesus Matriculation Higher Secondary School 

scored an average of 79.24/100 on the TECERS tool (detailed scores are presented in chapter 

5), indicating a good quality ECE environment in the school’s preprimary grades. 

Should be willing to participate in the research study  

The final filter which was applied to the schools which met all the above criteria was the 

willingness of the school to participate in the research study. The school owners and/ or 

leadership were informed about the scope and purpose of the study as well as the research 
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activities which would be carried out at the school as well as the implications in terms of 

time required of each stakeholder for the qualitative interviews. The shortlisted schools were 

then prioritized based on the willingness of the schools to participate in the research study.  

 

Infant Jesus Matriculation Higher Secondary School’s leadership understood the purpose 

and objectives of the research and was happy to grant access to the researcher to carry out 

this case study research, provided the school would be given a copy of the thesis. Before 

starting the research, written permission to carry out the research study at the school was 

obtained from the school owners (see appendix 8 for a sample permission letter). 

4.3 Types of data collected, tools used, and processes followed 

As Yin (2009, p. 13) mentions, case studies often call for the triangulation of multiple 

sources of evidence due to the richness of the phenomenon and the extensiveness of the real-

life context, both of which may result in more variables of interest than data points. Hence, 

this research study has relied on three distinct sources of data as briefly described below.  

4.3.1 Classroom observations using the TECERS tool 

The researcher invited a co-researcher to participate in the classrooms observations to estab-

lish inter-rater reliability. In preparation for the visit to the case study school, the researcher 

walked the co-researcher through the TECERS tool item by item and aligned on the scoring 

of each time. Then, the researcher and the fellow researcher conducted a mock observation 

in a preprimary classroom in another low-fee private school, followed by a detailed discus-

sion to check inter-rater reliability on the TECERS scores for the classroom. Furthermore, 

explicitly permission was taken from the school leaders as well as the teachers in the case 

study school before inviting the co-researcher for the classroom observations. Also, care was 

taken to ensure that the presence of two observers in the classrooms did not affect the per-

formance of the teachers. The researchers first met with the teachers and built rapport with 

before entering their classrooms, and in the classrooms, the researchers sat at the back of the 

classrooms in a corner out of the direct line of sight of the children and the teachers. 

 

Four preprimary classrooms (2 junior kindergarten and 2 senior kindergarten classrooms) in 

the preprimary section of the case study school were observed over the course of a normal 
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working day from 9 AM to 4:30 PM in early October. The researcher and co-researcher 

spent between 1 hour and 2 hours in each of the four preprimary classrooms observing the 

teaching and learning processes and independently scored the ECE environment on a 

printout of the TECERS tool. Each classroom was scored on a separate copy of the tool. The 

researchers also observed the interactions between the teachers and children during the lunch 

break and accordingly scored the meal time-related items on the TECERS. Throughout the 

visit, the researcher also took down more detailed observation notes which were promptly 

digitized and later used in describing the TECERS scores of the case study school in this 

report.  Post the classroom observations, the researcher had individual, informal conversa-

tions with all the four preprimary teachers and the assistant school leader to clarify data 

points in order to score certain items on the TECERS tool. For instance, the researcher asked 

the teachers how often they organized art and craft as well as outdoor gross motor activities.  

 

At the end of the visit, the researcher and co-researcher spent an hour debriefing and com-

paring TECERS scores. Overall, less than 1 percent variation (measured in terms of the total 

deviation in scores to the total scores rated similarly) was observed in the scores of the re-

searcher and the co-researcher. Moreover, as there was hardly any variance in the scores of 

the four preprimary classrooms, an average score for the four classrooms was taken to rep-

resent the overall quality of the ECE environment in the preprimary grades.  

Overview of the Tamil Nadu Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale 

The Tamil Nadu Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (TECERS) was created to ad-

dress the cultural challenges arising in the use of the original Early Childhood Environment 

Rating Scale (ECERS) by Harms and Clifford (1980) in the Indian context. As Isely (2001, 

p. 5) notes, ‘The ECERS reflects two cultures and their unique meanings and assumptions, 

and some of those meanings or assumptions may not be appropriate in the Indian preschool 

setting.’ She goes on to mention that both the US culture as well as the professional academic 

culture of ECE, which hugely influenced the ECERS, are vastly different from the Indian 

culture and therefore it was ‘necessary to create a tool that would communicate as much as 

possible the identical meaning to all users in the Indian setting.’ Isely (2000) also points to 

another drawback in the original ECERS which prompted the adaptation of the ECERS for 

use in the Indian context: the presence of many not mutually exclusive dimensions in the 
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ECERS. For example, in item 3 on ‘nap and rest’ in the original ECERS tool available at the 

time of the adaptation (Harms & Clifford, 1980, pp.13), the first and lowest category in-

cluded three different dimensions: timing, location, and supervision. The examples in the 

tool to clarify these dimensions further added at least four more dimensions: length of nap, 

regularity, noise, and ventilation. As one goes up on the 7-point scale more dimensions are 

added: relaxation, flexibility, and space. Thus, the seven-point item was being measured on 

10 dimensions. While subsequent revisions of the ECERS tool have addressed many of the 

issues raised by Isely (2001), a recent analysis of the latest ECERS-R tool (Cryer, Harms, & 

Riley, 2003) by Gordon et al. (2013), using the multidimensional Rasch Partial Credit Model 

(PCM) and regression analyses with data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-

Birth Cohort sample from the US, raised questions of category disordering as well as issues 

with the ECERS-R’s six subscales’ structural validity and criterion validity. 

 

The TECERS mitigates some of these issues by separating each dimension into a discreet 

item. While the ECERS-R contains 36 items measured on more than 100 different dimen-

sions, the TECERS contains 60 items, most of which are measured on only one dimension. 

Moreover, Isely (2001, appendix 3, p. 2) notes that ‘the number of dimensions present in the 

ECERS was cut by selecting only those that were most important to children’s learning and 

appropriate to the ECE settings found most often in Tamil Nadu.’ Additionally, a few di-

mensions that were not present in the ECERS were added in the TECERS, particularly in 

the area of social and emotional development. Additionally, unlike the original ECERS, the 

TECERS also contains embedded unambiguous operational definitions for each item, reduc-

ing the reliance on training instructions to clarify crucial definitions. Later versions of the 

ECERS have followed a similar approach in clarifying crucial definitions in the tool. 

 

With the exception of a few items which are scored from 0 to 6, most of the items on the 

TECERS are scored from 0 to 2. The items scored from 0 to 6 are further divided by 3 to 

normalize the scores to a scale of 0-2. Once a classroom has been scored on all items, the 

scores for each of the seven domains are converted to percentages by adding the observed 

points and dividing that by the total number of points possible for that component. The over-

all score for the ECE environment is calculated by adding the percentage scores of the seven 

domains and then dividing the total by the number of domains, i.e., by seven.  
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4.3.2 Semi-structured in-depth interviews using interview protocols 

The researcher interviewed each of the four preprimary teachers responsible for the teaching 

and learning in the four preprimary classrooms s as well as four school leaders who had a 

role, either directly or indirectly, in the functioning of the preprimary grades. Each of these 

eight informants was given a code name as described below in order to protect their identity 

as was promised in the informed consent forms signed between the researcher and the inter-

viewees (see appendices 9 and 10 for sample consent forms signed by the interviewees). 

Table 2. List of interviewees (names coded) included in this study 

Code name Role in school Gender Age 

Junior KG teacher _1 Handles one of the junior kindergarten classes Female 26 

Junior KG teacher _2 Handles the other junior kindergarten classes Female 24 

Senior KG teacher _1 Handles one of the senior kindergarten classes Female 30 

Senior KG teacher _2 Handles the other senior kindergarten classes Female 32 

Assistant  

school leader 

Responsible for the academics of primary 

grades 

Male 23 

Preprimary  

coordinator 

Responsible for the academics of the prepri-

mary grades 

Female 32 

Principal Responsible for the administration and manage-

ment of the entire school  

Female 50 

Correspondent Responsible for external relationships of the 

school (e.g. with government officials, educa-

tion service providers, owners of other schools) 

Male 57 

Interview protocols 

Using Rowan’s teachers’ effectiveness framework as described in chapter 3, the researcher 

formulated the following broad areas of inquiry for the teachers’ interviews: (1) knowledge 

about ECE, including developmentally appropriate pedagogy and curriculum; (2) motivation 

of teachers, including intrinsic and extrinsic motivations; and (3) workplace environment, 

including school culture and classroom climate. Similarly, using Hallinger’s leadership for 

learning framework as described in chapter 3, the researcher formulated the following broad 

areas of inquiry for the school leaders’ interviews: their vision and goals for the school and 
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for the preprimary grades, knowledge about ECE, teacher recruitment and training practices, 

school culture, personal beliefs and values, context of the school, and leadership skills.  

 

These areas of inquiry were then converted into two separate interview protocols with open-

ended questions to guide the interviews (see appendices 12 and 13). Two rounds of mock 

interviews with preprimary teachers and school leaders from other low-fee private schools 

were conducted using these interview protocols, and the protocols were tweaked after each 

round based on insights from the mock interviews. For instance, technical terminology was 

replaced with simple phrases that explained these terms (e.g., ‘pedagogy’ was replaced with 

‘how you should teach’) and question on personal opinions were moved to the end of the 

protocol as these questions seemed to make the interviewees uncomfortable and this, in turn, 

affected the interview questions that followed. Explicit feedback was sought from the mock 

interviewees to help to improve the flow of the interviews and refine questions that they 

found difficult to understand. The interview protocols were also further tweaked during the 

research process as the interviews were conducted sequentially with ample time budgeted 

between interviews to complete the transcription of the previous interview. 

 

Given that some of the preprimary teachers were not proficient in English, the researcher 

engaged a professional translator and researcher to translate the interview protocols to Tamil 

(the vernacular language spoken in the Indian state of Tamil Nadu). The translator was first 

taken over each protocol, question by question, where the researcher explained the rationale 

behind each question. Then, the translator created a Tamil version of each protocol capturing 

the essence of each question and not necessarily literally translating each question from Eng-

lish to Tamil. As a precautionary measure, the researcher asked a friend who was proficient 

in Tamil and English to translate the Tamil versions back to English to check for the fidelity 

of the translations. No loss of meaning was found in the translations. Although the researcher 

understood basic Tamil, his proficiency level was not sufficient for conducting in-depth in-

terviews. Hence, the same translator was invited to join all the interviews on a conference 

call to ensure that the interviewees had the option of responding in Tamil if required.  
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Conducting the in-depth semi-structured interviews 

In total, eight in-depth, semi-structured qualitative interviews were conducted by the re-

searcher. The interviews were conducted on a phone call in the ensuing weeks following the 

visit to the school by the researcher. The interviews were recorded with prior permission and 

the digital files were stored on an encrypted drive accessible only to the researcher. Each 

audio file’s name contained the name of the interviewee and the date of the interview while 

other pertinent details such as the coded name of the interviewee and the duration of the 

interview (Miles and Huberman, 1994) were added to the transcriptions. Interviews with the 

teachers and the school leaders were conducted alternatively and each audio recording was 

transcribed before the next interview. This helped the researcher identify areas that needed 

to be explored further in subsequent interviews. For instance, after the first school leader 

interview, it emerged that the school’s informal teacher training model played a key role in 

building capacity in the teachers, and hence this topic was explored in subsequent interviews. 

 

Acknowledging the risk of the ‘Hawthorne effect,’ (Levitt & List, 2011) the researcher took 

the following measures to alleviate the risks: (1) the researcher chose not to share the areas 

of inquiry or the interview protocols with the participants before the interviews; and (2) the 

researcher met with each of the teachers after the classroom observations and explained the 

purpose of the interviews and also built rapport with the teachers as the interviews were 

conducted later via telephone due to travel constraints (the case study school is located in 

the city of Chennai in the south of India, while the researcher resided in the city of Mumbai 

in the northwest of India). The availability of the translator during the interviews also played 

a role in putting the participants at ease as they were encouraged to respond in whichever 

language they felt most comfortable in. Additionally, many of the questions were intention-

ally framed with the starting phrase ‘According to you...’ in order to reinforce that the re-

searcher was only interested in their genuine beliefs and opinions and not in what they 

thought was the right response or what the researcher thought was the right response. 

Transcription of interviews 

Each audio recording was listened to multiple times to ensure that an accurate version was 

transcribed. The interviews were transcribed verbatim as far as possible and certain instances 
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where the words or phrases uttered by the interviewees were unclear were noted in the tran-

scripts in brackets. Subtle nuances like sighs, pauses, and fillers were intentionally left out 

as the interviews were conducted over the telephone and without the accompanying facial 

expressions the auditory clues may have been difficult to accurately interpret. From a data 

quality perspective, these subtle and implicit messages were not critical because the research 

questions of this study did not necessitate the analysis of the use of language or monitoring 

of psychological responses, or the length of pauses (Psathas, 1995).  For the four interviews 

conducted in Tamil, the researcher and the translator first listened to the audio recordings 

together and arrived at a common understanding of the responses in Tamil. These responses 

were then translated to English to capture the essence of the responses and not necessarily 

the literal translations. Finally, the researcher transcribed the translated responses in English.  

Additionally, as recommended by McCormack (2000a, 200b), a memo file was maintained 

while transcribing the interviews with the dual objective of not only identifying additional 

or follow-up questions for subsequent interviews but to also identify themes and concepts 

that could be revisited during the final data analysis and write-up of the report. 

Coding the transcriptions 

Although established conceptual frameworks were used in the design of the interview pro-

tocols, a grounded approach was consciously used for coding the transcripts as an early read-

ing of the transcripts indicated the presence of themes and concepts which may not be ade-

quately captured by these conceptual frameworks. Following the procedure laid out by Ru-

bin and Rubin (2012), important and recurrent themes, concepts, events, and topical markers 

which emerged from the interviews were labeled with a word or phrase that precisely cap-

tured the concept or theme being communicated in that phrase, paragraph, or response. As 

far as possible, the same labels were used in all the transcriptions and a master Microsoft 

(MS) Excel spreadsheet was maintained to keep track of all the labels. Overall, 257 unique 

labels were created in the process of coding all the transcripts.  

The following excerpt is an illustration of a label used to code an excerpt. The label—$chal-

lenges faced by school$—was inserted in parenthesis at the end of the statement. The ‘$’ 

sign was used to bracket the label so that only labels, and not the text from the transcripts, 

would be identified when using the ‘find’ function in MS Word.   
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“So parents usually pay the fee only during exams, like quarterly, half-yearly 

or annual [exams]. Otherwise that is actually a big challenge here... actually a 

very big challenge.” ($challenges faced by school$) 

After completing the coding of all the transcripts using precise and appropriate labels, the 

master MS Excel spreadsheet containing all the codes was analyzed to create a coding struc-

ture, which in turn revealed seven recurrent themes (with multiple sub-themes). Table 3 in 

appendix 14 illustrates one of the themes with its respective labels and sub-theme.  

Sorting the data in the transcripts 

In the next step, the data was sorted by grouping all the data units under the same theme and 

sub-theme into separate MS Word documents. Yin (2009) calls this process as ‘editing of 

the information’ in which similar information from different transcripts is collated and or-

ganized into separate theme-based documents for easy access for analysis. Overall, seven 

MS Word documents were created for the seven themes and each document further had 

multiple sub-sections for the various sub-themes. These documents were then read multiple 

times to understand how these themes were seen from the various interviewees’ perspec-

tives. The themes were also further examined for nuances, i.e., the subtle differences in the 

way the interviewees framed their responses, and the systematic similarities and differences 

between groups of interviewees on the same theme (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). 

4.3.3 Document analysis: retrieval and storage 

Although not many documents were available due to the low priority given to documentation 

at the case study school, the researcher also reviewed the documents listed in Table 4 below 

as part of this study. Key documents that the researcher would have liked to review but were 

not available were: minutes from staff meetings, teacher training materials such as handouts 

and training plans, and reports from visits to other schools for professional development.  
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Table 4. List of documents reviewed in this study  

# Document type Content 

1 Webpages from the 

school’s website 

History of the school; vision and mission of the school; 

annual school fees for all grades, blog posts, newsletter 

2 Lesson plans by Xseed Detailed lesson plans for preprimary grades (printed) 

3 Lesson plans prepared by 

preprimary teachers 

Implemented lessons plans for preprimary grades 

(handwritten) 

Digital images of lesson plans by Xseed as well as by the teachers 

After taking permission of the teachers and the school leaders, the researcher took photo-

graphs of the teachers’ guide prepared by the education intervention company Xseed Edu-

cation. Photographs of math and English lesson plans for both junior kindergarten and senior 

kindergarten were taken for the entire week in October when the classroom observations 

took place as this would help understand the impact of the educational intervention on the 

quality of ECE environment if any. Additionally, the handwritten lesson plans prepared by 

the teachers for the same week were also photographed with prior permission to help com-

pare the lesson plans by Xseed Education with the teacher-prepared lesson plans. These pho-

tographs were stored on an encrypted drive accessible only to the researcher. 

Offline copies of various relevant webpages from the school’s website 

The school’s official website was visited and various pages (e.g., About Us, Fee, and News-

letter) were saved as offline versions for use during the review of documents. Updated 

webpages, specifically the ‘Events’ page, were retrieved at the time of the document review.  

4.4 Validity and reliability of the research study 

The quality of a research study is judged in terms of its validity and reliability (Yin, 2009, 

p. 32-33). Therefore, the researcher undertook various measures throughout the research 

study to ensure that it met the four quality tests that are common to all social science methods 

(Kidder & Judd, 1986, p. 26-29): construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and 

reliability. The following sub-sections explain these various measures and also attempt to 

justify that this research study meets the high standards of quality expected of any researcher.  
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4.4.1 Construct validity 

The following measures were taken to ensure construct validity in the study. First, the unit 

of analysis, i.e., the case—a typical low-fee private school, was explicitly identified and 

clarified using established parameters from extant literature, and a set of selection criteria 

were defined for selecting the right case for this study as explained earlier in this chapter. 

Secondly, the key concepts explored in this study were mapped to established operational 

measures available in extant literature to ensure construct validity. For instance, the concept 

of quality of ECE environment, which is central to this study, was measured using a suitable 

validated and standardized tool: the Tamil Nadu Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale. 

Similarly, established frameworks—Rowan’s teachers’ effectiveness framework (1997) and 

Hallinger’s ‘leadership for learning framework’ (2011)—were used to define and operation-

alize the concepts of teacher effectiveness and school leadership. Thirdly, the researcher 

made use of multiple sources of evidence in the form of classroom observations, in-depth 

qualitative interviews, and document review in order to achieve convergent lines of inquiry, 

i.e., triangulation of findings (Yin, 2009, p. 34). Fourthly, following Yin’s (2009, p. 34) 

recommendation of a chain of evidence, the researcher maintained a digital database of all 

the collected data on an encrypted drive to which only he had access. Lastly, one of the key 

informants (the assistant school leader) was asked to review the draft case study report and 

verify that the report accurately represented the constructs being studied. 

4.4.2 Internal validity 

One of the key steps taken to ensure the internal validity of the study was to create interview 

protocols with open-ended questions aligned to the main and secondary research questions. 

Additionally, following Creswell and Miller’s (2000) and Patton’s (1980) recommendation, 

the researcher began transcribing the interviews while conducting other interviews in order 

to return to the data ‘over and over again to see if the constructs, categories, explanations, 

and interpretations make sense.’ Apart from this, as Yin (2009, p. 130) notes, ‘the first and 

most preferred strategy is to follow the theoretical propositions that led to your case study.’ 

Therefore, the researcher made use of established conceptual frameworks as discussed in 

chapter 3 to create the objectives and design of the case study, as well as the research ques-

tions and research propositions. The various research propositions, in turn, shaped the data 



60 

 

 

collection plan, including the broad areas of inquiry in the interview protocols. Moreover, 

rather than arbitrarily deciding how long to remain in the field, which can impact the validity 

of the study (Creswell and Miller, 2000), the researcher followed the recommendation for 

the use of the TECERS (Isely, 2001) and spent a total of 8 hours in the preprimary section 

of the case study school to measure the quality of the ECE environment.  

4.4.3 External validity  

The external validity of a study ‘deals with the problem of knowing whether a study’s find-

ings are generalizable beyond the immediate case study’ (Yin, 2009, p. 35; Merriam, 2009). 

While the case study is not statistically generalizable like survey research, this type of re-

search (as with experiments in natural sciences) is analytically generalizable. The findings 

of this study indicate that a combination of motivated teachers, strong school leadership, and 

positive school culture in terms of freedom, flexibility, and appreciation may lead to im-

proved classroom environments at least in the preprimary grades. Analytically, these specific 

findings fit into the broader framework of Rowan’s teachers’ effectiveness model. Moreo-

ver, these findings could further help identify other low-fee private schools which are likely 

to have good quality ECE environment. However, this study will not be able to prove cau-

sality as this would require using the replication logic that ‘underlies the use of experiments,’ 

i.e., the testing of the theory by replicating the findings in other low-fee private schools 

where the theory specifies that the same results should occur (Yin, 2009, p. 36).  

4.4.4 Reliability of the research 

This chapter comprehensively documents the methodology followed in this case study, and 

it is hoped that if another investigator used the tools described in this chapter and followed 

the same procedures as laid out, he or she should be able to conduct the same case study 

from scratch (Creswell, 2007; Yin, 2009, p. 36). Note that the emphasis is on replicating the 

case study and not on replicating the results of the study as the circumstances of the study 

may differ as may the interpretations of the investigator based on his or her own realities.  



61 

 

 

5 Findings from the research study 

This chapter presents the findings which emerged from the analysis of the three data sets 

which were collected in the context of this research study—TECERS scores of the prepri-

mary classrooms, in-depth interviews of four preprimary teachers and four school leaders, 

and the review of relevant documents retrieved from the school and the website. The chapter 

has been organized into three sub-sections covering the findings from each of these data sets.  

5.1 Description of the classroom observation scores on the TECERS tool 

Table 5 below presents the TECERS scores of the case study school as well as the TECERS 

scores of 45 preschool centers and low-fee private schools sampled in the Quality Matters24 

study (MSSRF, 2001) study. Unfortunately, the raw data from the Quality Matters study was 

unavailable and hence the reported results could not be disaggregated to understand how the 

low-fee private schools in urban areas (specifically in Chennai) from the study sample per-

formed in terms of quality and child learning outcomes. Nevertheless, the Quality Matters 

study (MSSRF, 2001, p. 54) reports a moderately strong correlation between the quality of 

the preschool centers and the measured child learning outcomes after controlling for various 

factors like parent education, household income, location, and type of centers. 

 

Table 5. TECERS scores from the Quality Matters study and the case study school 

Sample Overall INFRA PCR PLA LRE FGMA CA SD 

Quality Matters (n=45) 48.3 59.8 64.7 29.4 55.1 36.1 34.6 58.2 

Quality Matters  

top 5 preschool centers 

77 62 88.75 72.37 80.04 89.04 62.50 84.34 

Case study school 79.24 95 93.75 57.14 77.78 57.14 87.5 86.36 

Overall – Mean of all the dimension scores; Infra – Infrastructure – Furnishing, Physical Setting; PCR – 

Personal Care and Routine; PLA – Physical Learning Aids; LRE – Language and Reasoning Experiences; 

FGMA – Fine and Gross Motor Activities; CA – Creative Activities; SD – Social Development 

                                                

 

24 The Quality Matters study was a comprehensive study conducted in Tamil Nadu in the year 2000 by MS 

Swaminathan Research Foundation to validate the TECERS tool and to also explore the relationship between 

the quality of the ECE environment and child learning outcomes. 
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Overall, the case study school had good quality ECE environment in its preprimary grades 

which was at par with the quality of the ECE environment in the top five preschools in the 

Quality Matters study. The case study school scored better on certain dimensions, particu-

larly infrastructure and creative activities, while at the same time scoring slightly less on 

dimensions like physical learning aids and fine and gross motor activities. Nevertheless, 

these scores were comparable and the overall scores reflected a similar, good quality ECE. 

The following sub-sections present a qualitative description of the scores for each of the 

seven dimensions for the case study school. These descriptions are based on the descriptions 

of the individual items in the TECERS tool and also on the field notes from the observations.  

5.1.1 Infrastructure – Furnishing and Physical Setting 

In terms of infrastructure, the case study school had all the basic elements in place such as 

functional and clean toilets, drinking water faucets, and a boundary wall to protect the chil-

dren from hazards such as vehicular traffic as well as stray dogs and cattle (which is a com-

mon sight in India). In terms of classroom space, the classrooms were large enough for 40 

children, and there was space for activities either in the front of the classroom or in the 

center, with the children seated around the central free space. While the ventilation in the 

classrooms was poor, with only the entrance door and a tiny window for ventilation, the 

classrooms were adequately lit by artificial lighting. The furniture in the classrooms was the 

bare minimum with just the benches and desks for the students and a chair and a desk for 

the teachers. There was some storage space for the teacher in the form of a small cupboard, 

but the cupboards were insufficient and the teachers had used their desks and the floor to 

store their teaching and learning materials as well as the children’s notebooks. Nevertheless, 

overall the physical setting of the classrooms was adequate and met the minimum require-

ments for child-friendly spaces in that no harmful or hazardous materials were lying around.  

5.1.2 Personal Care and Routine 

The preprimary grades in the case study school scored quite high on personal care and rou-

tine. Overall, the children were well-groomed and were observed following good hygiene 

habits such as washing hands before meals and after toileting. While the teachers were not 

observed checking the grooming of children on the day of the visit, when asked, the teachers 
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said that they checked the grooming of all the children routinely once a week. In general, the 

teachers were observed paying attention to the grooming of the children and on multiple 

occasions, they were observed either helping children tidy up or encouraging them to tidy 

up on their own. For instance, during the class hours, the Junior KG teacher 2 was observed 

helping a child whose ‘bindi25’ had come off put it back on her forehead.   

 

During the lunch break, the teachers ensured that all the children washed their hands before 

opening their lunch boxes. While the teachers encouraged the children to eat by themselves, 

the teachers were also observed helping some children either open their lunch boxes or mix 

their food (a typical lunch in India consists of rice, some vegetable curry, and a gravy made 

out of lentils; the various food items are carried in separate containers and need to be mixed 

together before eating). In general, the lunchtime atmosphere was pleasant and the teachers 

walked about and encouraged the children to eat their vegetables and fruits. 

 

The teachers encouraged similar independence when it came to toileting, with the children 

appearing to know the routine well. During the observations, some children raised their 

hands and asked for permission to go to the toilet. The teachers promptly responded to these 

children’s needs and allowed them to step out of the classroom to visit the toilet. Typical of 

low-fee private schools, the preprimary teachers in the case study school did not have teach-

ing assistants in their classrooms and hence they couldn’t leave their classrooms to accom-

pany the children to the toilets. However, the four preprimary classrooms shared an ‘aaya’ 

(or auxiliary staff) and the teachers would generally signal to the aaya to help the children 

with toileting if necessary. The aaya was stationed in the corridor of the preprimary grades 

and was available to help the children as directed by the teachers. For instance, the aaya was 

also observed helping the children during the lunch break alongside the teachers.  

 

Moving on, while nap time was not explicitly marked on the daily schedule, all the prepri-

mary teachers asked the children to take a nap in the afternoon while they corrected the 

children’s classwork and homework books. When asked, the teachers said they typically 

encouraged the children to take a nap in the afternoon. However, during this nap time, it was 

                                                

 

25 A colored dot wore in the center of the forehead by girls and women in the Indian subcontinent 
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observed that the children were free to talk quietly if they did not want to take a nap. Apart 

from this routine nap time, in one of the junior kindergarten classes, it was observed that a 

child was sleeping on a mat next to the teacher’s desk. On enquiring, the teacher noted that 

the child wasn’t feeling well that day and hence she had laid out the mat for him to rest. 

5.1.3 Physical Learning Aids 

This is one domain in which the preprimary grades scored relatively low on the TECERS 

tool. In terms of materials for outdoor play and activities, the children only had access to a 

throw-ball and a couple of skipping ropes which was not sufficient for a class of 40 children. 

Similarly, learning materials for use by children indoors were also not sufficient for even 

half the children to use at the same time. However, in terms of variety, the classrooms had 

beads, building blocks, PlayDoh, art and craft materials like crayons, and other learning aids 

prepared by the teachers such as word charts, various flashcards, and shapes cutouts.  

 

On a positive note, all the four classrooms were print-rich and had relevant displays which 

the children could easily see. Moreover, the teachers occasionally referred to these displays 

while teaching and revising concepts, particularly the shapes cutouts and sight26 word charts. 

Additionally, while none of the classrooms had any child-produced art and craftwork on 

display, the walls of the classrooms were covered in scribblings and the handiwork of the 

children. During the post-observation conversation with the assistant school leader, he noted 

that while the preprimary children are not encouraged to write on the walls, they are not 

punished for it. Instead, the school paints the preprimary classrooms annually as they under-

stand that little children like exploring writing on the walls and other large surfaces.  

5.1.4 Language and Reasoning Experiences 

All the preprimary teachers used the vernacular language—Tamil—to communicate with 

the children and to explain concepts. The use of English was limited to simple instructions 

                                                

 

26 Sight words are high frequency words that young children are encouraged to memorize as a whole by sight 

to increase the speed of reading as once memorized these words will not require any strategies to decode 
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and questions like ‘Please sit down,’ ‘Copy this in your notebooks,’ and ‘Who wants to sing 

a song?’ in order to familiarize the children with simple instructions in English. On asking 

the teachers why English was being introduced this early, they responded that it was being 

done primarily to cater to parents’ expectation that their children should learn English as 

early as possible, and also because the school marketed itself as an English medium school.  

 

All the preprimary teachers were observed asking open-ended questions which required 

longer and more complex answers from the children. For instance, the senior KG teacher 1, 

when introducing the topic ‘transportation,’ asked the children how they got to school every 

day and also about other vehicles they had seen on the road. While peer learning was not 

explicitly used or encouraged, the children were not discouraged from freely interacting with 

their peers and with the teachers outside of formal activities. Nevertheless, even though the 

teachers regularly interacted with most of the children to exchange information and for social 

interaction, no scheduled activities were done for the explicit use of languages such as chil-

dren talking about their experiences, show and tell activity, or picture talk activity.  

 

For reasoning and math, the teachers were observed using concrete objects (e.g., a box of 

pencils and building blocks) to teach concepts like counting and other materials such as 

shape cards for learning shapes and number flashcards with dots instead of digits to teach 

the concept of the value of different numbers. However, the learning materials were limited 

in supply and not all the children could participate in the learning activities. Moreover, while 

the teachers made use of learning materials, these materials were used in a routine manner 

and the children were not allowed to use the materials with flexible guidance. For instance, 

the senior KG teacher 2 had a box with some pencils and she called children one at a time 

to the front and asked them to count and give her a particular number of pencils. Some chil-

dren wanted to count all the pencils in the box but they were not allowed to do so.  

5.1.5 Fine and Gross Motor Activities 

As with physical learning aids, the classrooms did not have adequate materials for fine and 

gross motor activities. In fact, the only fine motor practice that the children were getting 

daily was through the writing work that they did in the class and also for homework. Simi-

larly, in terms of gross motor activities, the children did not engage daily in any planned and 
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scheduled gross motor activities. Rather, the children were taken out to the playground only 

once a week during which time the teachers organized repetitive kinds of group play with 

no variety or free play. For example, when asked, the teachers mentioned that they made the 

children play games such as throw-ball and skipping. The preprimary teachers and the assis-

tant school leader also mentioned that they had cut down the outdoor playtime after receiving 

several complaints from parents that their children were coming home with bruises which 

they received during the free play or outdoor playtime. Therefore, to avoid further com-

plaints, the school leadership decided to cut down the outdoor playtime to once a week. 

5.1.6 Creative Activities 

The preprimary grades in the case study school scored quite high on creative activities, which 

is in contrast to typical low-fee private schools where rote methods are predominantly fol-

lowed. Singing rhymes was an integral part of the learning in these classrooms, but unlike 

the choral repetition after the teacher that commonly happens in low-fee private schools, the 

children in the case study school actively participated and even led the singing of rhymes in 

their classrooms. The children would suggest rhymes and begin singing them. Moreover, the 

children were also observed clapping and doing the actions while singing rhymes, and the 

teachers were likewise observed joining the children in doing these actions. The children’s 

engagement was particularly high when they were singing rhymes.  

 

The children also did certain arts and craft activities at least once a week. The classrooms 

had supplies of crayons, coloring books, and other relevant materials for these activities. 

However, as observed, the children were not given the freedom of expression as the teachers 

typically drew some object on the blackboard and instructed the children to replicate the 

images in their drawing books. Even in terms of coloring these images, the children seemed 

to be given limited freedom by the teachers regarding which colors to use for the objects, as 

gathered from the same colors used for the same objects in the children’s drawing books. 

5.1.7 Social Development 

The preprimary teachers interacted frequently with the children and no negative interactions 

(e.g., scolding and physical punishment) were observed during the 8 hours of observation. 
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The tonality, in general, was very pleasant and the children did not appear to be afraid of the 

teachers (which is not something that the researcher had anecdotally observed in typical low-

fee private schools where harsh disciplinary methods are routinely used). All the four prepri-

mary teachers greeted the children individually when the children were dropped off at the 

school by their parents, and similarly, the teachers said goodbye to most of the children at 

the end of the day when their parents came to pick them up. The children seemed used to the 

routine and reciprocated positively by greeting and also saying goodbye to their teachers.  

 

The teachers encouraged the children to ask questions and were responsive to the children’s 

questions. For instance, in one junior KG classroom, one child suddenly called out to the 

teacher and asked if the teacher was going to give him the English letters flashcards. The 

teacher patiently explained to the child that right now she was conducting another activity 

and that she would give him the flashcards once they started the activity using the flashcards. 

Furthermore, the teachers were also observed encouraging the children to share and help 

each other, particularly during the lunch break during which the teachers encouraged the 

children to share their meals and also help each other open their lunch boxes or water bottles.  

 

Additionally, while outdoor free play was not observed, the children were observed engag-

ing in indoor free play intermittently whenever formal learning activities were not being 

conducted. The children were free to move about the classrooms when learning activities 

were not happening and they were also not discouraged from interacting or playing with 

their peers. Overall, the children appeared to have good self-regulation and social skills as 

they not only appeared to be following certain norms and classroom rules, but they also 

appeared very comfortable interacting with peers as well as with the teachers as noted earlier. 

5.2 Findings from the qualitative interviews  

The following seven themes and related sub-themes were identified in the analysis of the 

interview transcripts. A summary of each of the themes and relevant quotes from the inter-

views are given below to further illustrate the findings on these themes and sub-themes.  
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5.2.1 Theme 1: Culture of collaboration, freedom, appreciation, and learning 

Collaboration 

Collaboration among teachers as well as collaboration between school leaders and teachers 

was a recurring theme in all the interviews. One of the key areas of collaboration among the 

teachers was in the planning of lessons. The preprimary teachers viewed themselves as part-

ners and worked in pairs, with the two senior KG teachers forming one pair and the two 

junior KG teachers similarly forming another pair. The teacher pairs got together every Sat-

urday and planned for the lessons for the coming week. Moreover, the teachers often split 

the task of creating lesson plans as well as teaching and learning resources between them-

selves and then shared the plans and resources with each other on Saturday. For example, 

one of the teachers would prepare the lesson plans and required resources for English, while 

the other teacher would prepare the lesson plans and resources for math.  

 

Senior KG teacher 2 on how she prepared for her lessons:  

“Partner and I decide together what to teach. There is another teacher handling 

UKG [upper or senior kindergarten] A section [a cohort of students in a grade] and 

I handle UKG B section. We both write together lesson plans and plan for our clas-

ses. If she prepares materials for English, I will prepare for math. Each of us can 

prepare for only one. We won’t get enough materials for preparing for every subject. 

We won’t have time also. So we will do together and exchange materials.” 

 

Another key area of collaboration was in terms of support for leave of absence. The teachers 

appreciated the support they received from their colleagues whenever they had to take off 

from work as their partners would arrange to manage their students. Since low-fee private 

schools rarely have extra teachers or even teaching assistants on their payrolls, it is not only 

challenging for teachers to take off in such schools, but it is also a loss for students who 

often end up being managed by the ‘aayas,’ or the auxiliary staff, who are primarily respon-

sible for the cleanliness of the school. However, in the case study school, the teachers would 

plan their leave of absence and arrange with the partner teacher to combine both the sections 

of the same grade on the day of their absence. While this sounds simple enough to implement 

in all schools, this requires collaboration and coordination between the teachers as well as 
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with the auxiliary staff as the benches have to be moved to one room to accommodate the 

combined strength of the two sections and the teacher taking the combined class has to en-

sure that she has enough resources for all the students and she further also has to alter her 

plans to ensure she has enough time to complete the learning activities with all the students.  

 

In terms of collaboration between teachers and school leadership, the school leaders said 

they regularly met with the teachers and collaboratively planned for the upcoming term (a 

term ranges from 2-3 months and there are typically 4 terms in an academic year). The school 

leaders also mentioned that they involved teachers in certain decision-making processes such 

as the setting of goals for the term and the selection of textbooks for their grades before the 

start of a new academic year. Furthermore, the assistant school leader noted on multiple 

instances that he practiced a decentralized approach by involving teachers in discussions and 

encouraging them to come up with plans and goals rather than proposing it to them 

 

Assistant school leader when describing the changes he had introduced in the school, 

“So initially I thought these all things are needed for the school and I thought of 

setting goals and asked the teachers to do it instead of just proposing it to them, and 

it didn’t work. But I realized that it’s much better when we involve the teachers in 

the process and give them the ownership. Now I just tell them that this is something 

which seems to be working in different schools; I read about this in a book or some-

thing; do you think it will work in our classrooms? So some teachers … we get the 

cues from the expression itself, right? If I really feel like it will work based on their 

facial expression itself I try to convince them. Otherwise, they also give some argu-

ments from their side and if I feel they have valid arguments I try not to push and I 

just go by their views. But otherwise it’s more like we just try to discuss and we just 

come to a decision like we will try it for some time, like a week or so, and if it’s 

working we will continue.” 

Freedom and flexibility  

Freedom and flexibility to plan and teach as per their own style and pace emerged as a key 

sub-theme which all of the preprimary teachers appreciated about the school culture. The 

teachers particularly felt empowered to take key decisions about the teaching and learning 
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methods they followed in their classrooms. They also called out the freedom they enjoyed 

and the support they received from the school leadership to try out their ideas for activities 

in the classroom as well as during key celebration days like ‘Children’s Day’ on November 

14 every year. Additionally, the teachers also felt that their opinions were heard and re-

spected by the school leaders and they alluded to this being something that kept them moti-

vated to not only remain with the school but also to become better teachers.  

 

Assistant school leader on who decided the pedagogy to be followed for preprimary grades,  

“Each and every teacher, they teach little differently. The preprimary teachers, they 

decide the things they do.” 

 

Preprimary coordinator on how the preprimary teachers planned for their lessons, 

“Actually they [preprimary teachers] will be getting a content book [from Xseed 

Education—an education solution provider that the school has partnered with]. So 

in that content book it will be clearly given what should be taught for that day, how 

it should be taught, everything. If they have their own idea that also they can imple-

ment. It’s not compulsory that they have to follow the book alone.” 

 

Junior KG teacher 1 on what kept her from leaving the school, 

“They let us free here. Even if we tell our opinions, they don’t disturb us. They let us 

do what we want to do. If we say, “Ma’am/ Sir we can do this,” they don’t stop us. 

Whatever we have done so far has been successful only; nothing has failed. Every 

school has its own rules. Every school has norms. This school also has norms about 

how to do, what to do... However, if we tell our opinions they [school leaders] accept. 

They never say no. I am working in this school for 11 years because of this.” 

Appreciating teachers  

Appreciation as a mechanism to motivate teachers as well as to retain teachers came up 

multiple times as an important topic in both the teachers’ interviews as well as the interviews 

of the school leaders. The school leaders explicitly called out appreciating teachers for their 

work and efforts as a conscious practice at the school, particularly in the context of how they 

supported the preprimary teachers to become better teachers. They also acknowledged that 
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among all the teachers at the school, the preprimary teachers were perhaps the least appre-

ciated for their efforts and most picked on for their shortcomings as they are charged with 

the care of little children who are prone to hurting themselves while playing, in which cases 

the parents come to the school and complain about the teachers. Therefore, the school leaders 

consciously called out even the smallest efforts by the preprimary teachers during staff meet-

ings and thanked them for their efforts. Moreover, considering that teacher attrition in low-

fee private schools is typically high, with teachers leaving jobs after a year or two, the school 

leaders took particular interest in retaining the preprimary teachers by not just verbally ap-

preciating them, but by also appreciating their efforts through gifts as well as relatively better 

salaries compared to the generally low salaries in typical low-fee private schools. The aver-

age monthly salary of the preprimary teachers in the case study school was INR 10,000 

(~$140) compared to INR 7,500 (~$105) in typical low-fee private schools (FSG, 2017). 

 

School principal on how she supported the teachers in becoming better teachers,  

“Appreciating them publicly in the meetings… giving them small gifts… like this we 

do things to encourage and motivate teachers. We meet before every term ends. We 

tell them how they have done in that term… encouragement is very important, right? 

If we encourage them telling how well they have done, they will be motivated to do 

well in the next term as well.” 

 

Assistant school leader on how he supported the teachers to become better teachers, 

“I make sure I appreciate the teachers a lot and not just let them down in front of the 

people who come from outside. Also, I make sure to appreciate all the teachers in 

some way so there is very little space for hostility. So it’s not like only one teacher 

gets appreciated often, and actually there are things that all the teachers do and all 

the teachers have some very good plus [positives] which adds a lot to the school. So 

I am primarily focusing on those things now and I feel like it is working. So when I 

focus on those things, they are happy and they are also willing to do other things.” 

 

Junior KG teacher 2 on how the school leadership supported her in her work, 

“Whatever we do, they appreciate us and give us ideas to do better. Whatever we do, 

they appreciate… flashcards, chart work… whatever we do like that they appreciate 
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us first and give us ideas to do better. All the feedback will be in appreciation only. 

They appreciate telling that we are doing better.” 

 

Interestingly, the preprimary teachers also called out appreciation from other teachers and 

from parents as a motivating factor for them as well as a reason for their job satisfaction. 

Rather than a concerted effort by all the staff members to appreciate the preprimary teachers, 

the fact that other teachers also appreciated the efforts of the preprimary teachers seemed 

more of a culture of appreciating each other in the school, with the school leaders setting an 

example. The appreciation from parents seemed to be linked to the fact that the teachers 

regularly engaged with the parents to update them on their child’s progress.  

 

Senior KG teacher 2 on what motivated her in her job,  

“Other class teachers appreciate. Staff members’ children are in the kindergarten 

section. They say, “It is very difficult for us to manage these kids at home for few 

hours. If you say, my kid is writing; but he doesn’t listen to me.” Like this they say; 

they make me feel very proud. … Even parents also come and say. Even if the kids 

go to second and third class [grade], parents come and meet us telling that they 

studied well in UKG ma’am. Now also they are doing… we like that. We still get 

respect. That makes me very happy.” 

Culture of learning  

Another strong sub-theme which emerged was the culture of learning, particularly from the 

teacher interviews and the interview of the assistant school leader. All the preprimary teach-

ers mentioned using various resources such as the internet, books, peers, friends as well as 

their relatives, and even their own children to learn how to be more effective in their class-

rooms. None of the teachers started their teaching career as trained early childhood education 

teachers; however, what differentiated these teachers from typical low-fee private school 

teachers was their desire to learn and become better teachers. In fact, the principal explicitly 

called out that while selecting teachers for the preprimary grades, more than qualifications 

and teacher training, she looked for two specific things in the teachers: how the teacher in-

teracted with children and whether she was open to learning on the job. 
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LKG teacher 1 on the steps she had taken to be a better teacher,  

“I meet government teachers and ask them many doubts. In government schools, they 

follow activity-based learning methods. Students have good reading abilities there, 

but they don’t know to write. I ask the teachers what they do that children have good 

reading abilities. Those teachers are in my contact; I talk to them. In our school, we 

did not have four-line notebooks to write alphabets [letters]. I went out to a different 

school to learn this on my own. I met a teacher from another school to learn how she 

teaches strokes and how she trains kids to write in four-line notebooks. I learnt that. 

And I watch a lot of YouTube videos. After we got internet, I watch videos… how 

they take class… how they make children understand. I watch English channels 

also…this Dora cartoon... all this I watch because if I watch this and through these 

things I teach, children will understand better. That’s why if I hear that someone is 

doing something differently in any of the schools, I go straightaway to the school to 

learn what they are doing and how they are doing it. Somehow I manage to meet the 

teachers in the schools and learn what they do. I come back and follow it in my 

classes.” 

 

The assistant school leader also commented on how he keeps learning about early childhood 

education as he did not have a background in early childhood education, 

“And after I have joined now... in recent days I have started reading more about this 

childhood development and everything, and so nowadays we [with the teachers] are 

trying to have a small circle ... it's not very formal as such, but at certain times we 

just have a small circle and just talk about what we can do.” 

 

The culture of learning was also documented in the desire of the teachers as well as school 

leadership to seek feedback to learn and grow. Following the classroom observations in each 

of the four preprimary classrooms, the preprimary teachers explicitly asked for feedback on 

how they had conducted their classes. Similarly, following the in-depth interview with the 

assistant school leader, he proactively reached out to discuss and get feedback on a couple 

of ideas he was planning to implement for the primary and preprimary grades, including 
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conducting a baseline assessment using the IDELA27 tool. A few weeks later, he also reached 

out to discuss challenges that he was facing with the implementation of some of the ideas 

and sought suggestions on how to deal with these challenges. One feedback given to the 

school leader post the classroom observations was the absence of an outdoor play area for 

the preprimary children. Following up on this, the school leader reached out to Playground 

Ideas—a non-profit that provides free ideas on how to build a playground from waste mate-

rials—and the school built a children’s play area using discarded tires and other waste ma-

terials that were sourced locally. Similarly, another suggestion given to the assistant school 

leader to address the challenge of assessing primary grade students with poor reading skills 

was to use pictorial assessments to test understanding of concepts and to use a separate read-

ing assessment to gauge reading levels. This idea was also promptly implemented, and it 

was mentioned (unprompted) by one of the teachers in her interview.  

5.2.2 Theme 2: From accidental teachers to highly motivated teachers 

None of the preprimary teachers had any relevant education or training in early childhood 

education when they were recruited by the school. Two out of four teachers had only com-

pleted their higher secondary education (or grade 12), while the other two had completed 

bachelor’s degrees in economics at the time of joining the school. Moreover, teaching wasn’t 

a profession they had chosen by themselves; rather, either their parents or a relative recom-

mended the teaching profession to them as a safe (personal safety) and secure (prospects of 

becoming a government teacher someday) profession. On similar lines, none of the teachers 

had consciously chosen to be become a preprimary teacher: on applying for a job they were 

informed that the school only had a vacancy for a preprimary teacher and that’s how they 

ended up becoming preprimary teachers at the school. To summarize, all the four preprimary 

teachers at the school can be described as ‘accidental teachers’ who did not proactively 

choose this profession nor did they desire to be preprimary teachers. 

 

                                                

 

27 The International Development and Early Learning Assessment is a rigorous global tool that measures 
children’s early learning and development and provides ECCD programs, donors, and government partners 

with clear evidence on the status of children from 3.5 to 6 years. Source: https://idela-network.org/ 
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Junior KG teacher 1 on why she became a preprimary teacher, 

“I studied Arabic. I had an interest in Arabic. I had an ambition of going to Saudi 

[Arabia] and working [there]. I joined classes and completed three years in Arabic 

studies. I was at home after completing the course and at that time the correspondent 

sir asked me to come and teach Arabic here in the school. Like that only I entered 

this school and started teaching Arabic initially.” 

 

Senior KG teacher 2 on why she chose to become a teacher,  

“After 12th standard, I did not know what to do; after results came, I did not know 

what to choose. My mom told if we choose teaching line, we will get government job. 

That time, my uncle was working as government teacher. He has done B.Sc. So at 

that time he got government job. We asked suggestion to him. When asked for sug-

gestion, he said for girls teaching is the safest job. We can tell the world proudly, 

and that in nine years of joining we can get government job. Like that he said. So, 

we also without having second thoughts, immediately I joined.” 

 

However, later in the interviews, a contrasting picture of these accidental teachers emerged 

which showed them as highly motivated teachers who genuinely loved their job and had a 

strong sense of self-efficacy as evident in their internal locus of control and their initiatives 

to help slow learners. For example, unlike typical low-free private school teachers who sel-

dom plan and prepare for their lessons, all the preprimary teachers brought up planning and 

preparation as a key aspect of their job. This was evident in the classroom observations 

where the teachers were seen following their written lesson plans and they also had all the 

required materials for the lesson ready. Similarly, the teachers demonstrated a strong sense 

of empathy as well as a strong internal locus of control in the way they described their own-

ership of the learning outcomes of all their students, including slow learners.  

 

Junior KG teacher 2 on how she knew what she was supposed to teach in her class, 

“Next week’s lesson plan will be decided the week before itself. We prepare all the 

materials, arrange the resource kit based on that—Monday to Friday, what and all 

material we need... We prepare accordingly. In 45 minutes, what and all we should 

do, like a 5-step process we will write beforehand.” 
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Senior KG teacher 2 on the role of teachers, particularly in helping slow learners, 

“We won’t know what mindset they have right? We can’t call it dull. They could be 

homesick. If they have any problems in their mind, they won’t listen to us. They might 

take leave. Students like these mostly will be slow learners. If they take leave, next 

day we will teach them. If we write on their notebook extra, they will write. If teachers 

think, they can do anything. How much ever dull students are, teachers can help and 

make them pass. They [teachers] can do a lot of things.” 

 

Junior KG teacher 1 on the role of teachers, particularly in helping slow learners, 

“I have never divided students based on learning speed. I take extra care for them. I 

make sure everybody achieves the learning outcomes.” 

 

In addition to having a strong sense of self-efficacy, three of the preprimary teachers also 

explicitly called out their personal weaknesses when asked to describe the challenges that 

they faced in their jobs. Not only did these teachers show awareness and acceptance of their 

personal weaknesses, but they also talked about how they were proactively working to over-

come these personal weaknesses. Anecdotally, this is again atypical of low-fee private 

school teachers who are often quick to shift the blame for their personal weaknesses (e.g., 

inability to control their anger) on to external circumstances and situations such as large 

class strengths and the absence of teaching assistants in their classrooms. 

 

Senior KG teacher 2 on the challenges she faced in her current role,  

“Initially and all, I used to think that I should not show anger to these kids. Every 

day I used to think, I should not get tensed. I won’t be like that, otherwise, we cannot 

handle this aged kids. … Maximum it should not be there, every day when I pray, I 

wish I should not anger anybody and I should not show anger myself. Like this I 

pray.” 

 

Similarly, one of the teachers candidly acknowledged that she wasn’t a trained ECE teacher 

and therefore there were many things that she did not know yet. However, she added that 

after recently joining a government-approved online diploma course in elementary education 

she was learning many things which were critical for a good teacher to know and that she 

wasn’t even aware she did not know these things before taking the course. The first step in 
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the process of self-improvement is the acceptance of the limitations of one’s knowledge and 

skills, and by accepting her ignorance, the teacher not only demonstrated openness to learn-

ing on the job but also alluded to a genuine intention to learn and grow. 

 

Senior KG teacher 2 on what steps she had taken to improve as a teacher, 

“Actually I am working from so many years, but I don't know all these things. Actu-

ally speaking, I don't know many things and all and I was going through this course 

[an online D.Ed course] only then I know how deeply I should say our profession is 

very noble profession so we have to do justice to that one. Then only I knew how to 

write these lesson plans and all. Nothing I was knowing [before].” 

 

Furthermore, the low teacher attrition at the school in general, and in the preprimary grades 

in particular, speak as much to the positive and enabling school culture as to the conscious 

choice of the teachers to embrace teaching as their preferred profession. Moreover, since the 

time the teachers joined the school, all of them had either completed or were in the process 

of completing their higher education (either a master’s degree or a government-approved 

teacher training certificate course such as the online D.Ed course), and the common reason 

shared by the teachers for taking these courses was to become better teachers. 

5.2.3 Theme 3: Engaged and supportive school leaders 

The case study school seemed to have engaged and supportive school leaders who regularly 

interacted with the preprimary teachers, visited their classrooms often and provided action-

able feedback, and also responded to the requests from the preprimary teacher for materials 

to conduct activities and also on maintenance related issues (e.g., broken furniture). Addi-

tionally, the school leaders also offered support on the use of technology in the classrooms 

(e.g., troubleshooting when the tablet wouldn’t connect to the projector) as well as training 

on various topics like helping slow learners improve and engaging students better. It is in-

teresting to note that these various functions were carried out by different school leaders 

both formally (e.g., routine classroom observations and feedback by the preprimary coordi-

nator, and teacher training sessions by the correspondent) and informally (e.g., the assistant 

school leader troubleshooting when one of the teachers had difficulty connecting a tablet to 
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the projector, and the principal occasionally chatting with the preprimary teachers when she 

walked home as the preprimary section was on the way to her home).  

 

Overall, all the four preprimary teachers noted that the school leaders collectively were very 

involved in the functioning of the school in general and in the functioning of the preprimary 

grades in particular. While support in terms of access to materials and resources required to 

conduct various learning activities was a recurring topic, the teachers also noted that the 

school leaders supported them to be better teachers by giving them regular feedback on their 

classroom teaching as well as their work (e.g., lesson plans and resources prepared by the 

teachers). Moreover, the school leaders also demonstrated an awareness of the challenges 

faced by teachers and appeared to be offering targeted support to meet these challenges and 

needs (e.g., protected planning time on Saturdays to ensure that the teachers did not have to 

spend personal time at home to plan for their lessons). Additionally, the school leaders col-

lectively seemed to give priority to the professional development of the teachers by organ-

izing regular training sessions at the school as well as by organizing visits to model low-fee 

private schools in Chennai for the teachers to learn through an immersive exercise. Moreo-

ver, acknowledging the limitations of a low-fee private school in offering teacher training 

sessions, the principal also noted that she encouraged her teachers to enroll for additional 

teacher training courses (either online and through distance education).  

 

Junior KG teacher 1 on how the school was supporting her in her work, 

“Sir [correspondent] is involved very much... He often says, “If you need anything, 

ask, I will do. Don’t hide anything, even if a child is hurt, don’t hide. Accidents hap-

pen unexpectedly. Even if something like that happens, ask idea from me, I will tell 

you what to do.” Like this he says.... He supports us. If something happens... like 

student falling down... so that stitches have to be done, he helps. He helps in taking 

them to hospital… if something like this happens.” 

 

Similarly, Senior KG teacher 1 on how the school was supporting her in her work, 

“Really school supports the teachers. Whatever we want, materials or something to 

do lessons, they provide us and they also guide us to do exams and how to present 

also. And they are on our side only... whatever we say they provide us with the things 

and materials.” 
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Senior KG teacher 2 on how the school was supporting her professional development, 

“[The assistant school leader] has taught us many new things. Last month, he gave 

ten words called sight words, and he said, “Ma’am, practice these words well. Ini-

tially they [children] have to see and say. After that they have to write. If ‘my’ is the 

word, they have to write on their hands. And then they have to clap and say.” Like 

this he told five methods. “Like this you practice ten words, how much time will it 

take? Ten days? After that another set of words you have to exchange and say.” Like 

this he said. Till now we have completed two sets of words like that. Exam came up 

and it is pending now. He introduced that last month. Before that he asked us to do 

cards for A-Z. To do A-Z, he asked us to prepare a pouch with capital letters and 

small letters of all alphabets. So that if we say ‘bat,’ kids themselves have to pick the 

alphabets and form the word. If we do this, in home also they can do that. We can do 

this beautifully on benches. Like this he has taught us so many things.” 

 

The engagement of the school leaders also came out strongly in terms of their willingness 

and responsiveness to address teachers concerns. Given that typical low-fee private schools 

do not have building managers, often the teachers’ complaints regarding maintenance issues 

take weeks to get addressed as the principal or the owner of the school has to personally 

address such issues and get them resolved. However, in the case study school, the school 

leaders had instituted a system wherein the teachers could visit the principal’s office when-

ever they had a complaint and enter the complaint into a register explicitly kept for mainte-

nance issues and internal complaints. This register served as a reminder for the school lead-

ers to address issues on priority so that the classes, as well as the teachers’ morale, did not 

get affected due to these issues which were out of the teachers’ control.  

 

Junior KG teacher 1 (unprompted) on how the school supported her in her job,  

“If there is a problem in the school, if there is a fault in the building, if there is water 

leakage, if there is water shortage, if the bathroom is not clean, whatever we write 

and give, they will report immediately, there will be people for it, so they will take 

care of this, if we have any problem in teaching also, they will take care. If we write 

it, they will take care... After the resolution, they will ask our sign… asking us if the 
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complaint has been resolved... They will ask us and after getting our sign only they 

will stop the process. Until that, it will continue happening.” 

 

The interviews also revealed innovativeness in the school leadership, particularly from the 

assistant school leader who was an engineer by education. For example, to solve the chal-

lenge of teachers not being able to use personal computers and projectors in their classrooms 

due to low technical skills, the assistant school leader put together a low-cost system com-

prising of an easy-to-use projector and an ‘android’ tablet as the teachers were quite familiar 

with the ‘android’ interface on their smartphones. Similarly, on getting feedback that the 

preprimary aged children needed more free-play time as well as outdoor play time, the as-

sistant school leader took it on as a challenge and created a children’s park in one corner of 

the school within three months by upcycling scrap materials like car tires and ropes.  

 

The assistant school leader explaining how he supported the teachers in their job,  

“One of the main problems with the digital stuff and the teachers is that most of them 

are not familiar working with computers. So it's very hard for them to use computers 

and so what I thought was it will be much easier for them to use tablets since they 

have the same interface in their mobiles. So we got a low cost projector where we 

can simply [easily] connect the tablets. So we had some tablets in our school where 

we can simply [easily] connect the tablets to the projector. And also we connected 

the projector to the audio system and tied it with the rope so that it is also portable.” 

5.2.4 Theme 4: Unorthodox teacher selection criteria and training methods 

The school leaders unanimously called out two very unorthodox criteria for selection of 

teachers—the candidate’s attitude towards children and the candidate’s openness to learning 

on the job. Unlike most schools which look for teacher training certificates and other quali-

fications, the school leaders were very clear that they would rather have teachers with the 

right attitude than teachers with the right qualifications as they can always train the teachers 

with the right attitude, but they may not be able to do anything about the wrong attitude of 

the teachers with the right qualifications. This approach seemed to work as even though all 

the preprimary teachers did not have the right qualifications when they joined the school, 

they seemed to have the right attitude towards children and also seemed to have learned 
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many of the skills required of  a teacher on the job (as evident from the classroom observa-

tions and also the in-depth interviews). Aligning with what the school leaders had shared 

about the teacher selection process, two out of the four preprimary teachers also explicitly 

called out that the principal offered them the job only after checking how they interacted 

with children (which was gauged during the demonstration class by the teachers) and how 

open they were to learning (which was gauged during the job interview).  

 

The correspondent on the selection criteria they used for hiring teachers, 

“We look if the teachers are affectionate towards children. First, we will give them 

two or three classes to see how they behave with children… if they are rough with 

children… all this we see… if they are affectionate, if students like them. After seeing 

all this only we make them permanent.” 

 

Similarly, the school principal on what she looked for in a teacher, 

“They should have the willingness to learn new things. They should not come with 

the mentality that they know everything. I ask them this first only, that they have to 

learn a lot of things in this atmosphere before starting to teach in a class. I tell them 

this; initially they have to learn new things and a lot of other things to teach well. I 

give preference to teachers who are willing to learn.” 

 

Once teachers are hired by the school, they are put through a rigorous, but informal training 

program that lasts from 3 months to 6 months. Initially, the new teachers are hired as assis-

tant teachers and they are asked to shadow a senior teacher for a while. The senior teacher 

walks the new teacher through her day and gradually prepares the new teacher to take classes 

on her own. Once the senior teacher feels confident that the new teacher is ready to teach, 

she would ask the new teacher to start teaching the class while she would shadow her and 

give her feedback. This entire training process lasts until the senior teacher feels confident 

that the new teacher is ready to teach on her own without any support.  

 

School principal on how the school supported new teachers when they first join the school, 

”Firstly, there are trained teachers already here, right? We leave these new teachers 

with those experienced teachers for 3 to 6 months for them to learn. I have a teacher 
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with 10 years of experience. If we leave these new teachers with experienced teachers 

like her, they automatically learn.” 

 

Junior KG teacher 2 on how the school supported her when she first joined the school, 

“I sat in the classes of experienced teachers in the school to observe how they take 

classes, how they write lesson plans, how they do chart works, how they interact with 

students. They asked me to observe all this; they asked me to observe how practical 

the learning is. They gave me a lot of teaching tips: how to do [implement] lesson 

plans, how to write lesson plans for the upcoming week. They gave training in all 

this. After this only they [the school leaders] allotted class for me.” 

 

The school also frequently organized training sessions by the school leaders. As mentioned 

earlier, one of the key methods used by the school leaders to train teachers, which again is 

quite unheard of in the low-fee private school context, was to take the teachers on immersive 

visits to model low-fee private schools in Chennai to demonstrate good teaching practices.  

 

Senior KG teacher 2 on what kinds of trainings she had attended at the school, 

“They take us for trainings. They have taken us to so many schools. Recently they 

took us to a school in Padappai [in Chennai]. They talked about how an ideal teacher 

should be; how an ideal principal should be. Like this they have taken us.” 

 

Apart from this, the school leaders mentioned that they try and organize external trainings 

for their teachers by non-profit organizations on topics like bullying and mental health. The 

school also purchased an education solution—Xseed—for the current academic year which 

included teacher training sessions as part of the intervention package. Interestingly, the as-

sistant school leader also noted that they try and send their teachers for as many free trainings 

as possible, particularly the demo trainings offered by education companies as part of their 

sales efforts while being very clear with these education companies that the school may not 

necessarily buy their interventions or products after the demo training.  

 

The assistant school leader on the various teacher trainings conducted by the school,  



83 

 

 

“So like recently we have a training session from a publisher. Let's say we have got 

value education books from a publisher called Arrow and they were organizing train-

ing session on moral education, so value-based education, and so the trainers usu-

ally they come from different publishers and also some institutions like there is a 

college nearby and that's a medical college and some of the doctors from that college 

they wanted to organize a session on mental health. Then there are some organiza-

tions who just want to sell their products in the school so they will be willing to give 

us demo trainings for the teachers. So we might not get their products, but usually 

we make sure that the trial training at least happens.” 

5.2.5 Theme 5: Shared understanding of importance of ECE and appropriate pedagogy 

The impact of the culture of learning and the practice of training of new teachers by senior 

teachers was observed in the shared understanding that the preprimary teachers as well as 

the school leaders had on the importance of early childhood education and the appropriate 

pedagogy for the early years. Overall, the school had a strong focus on learning-by-doing 

and a multi-sensorial approach. A recurrent term used by multiple interviewees was ‘do’ or 

‘doing’ in the context of how children learn. Other related terms used were ‘activity-based 

learning,’ ‘play-way method,’ ‘practical learning,’ ‘multi-sensorial approach,’ ‘visual learn-

ing,’ and ‘learning by asking questions.’ These approaches to learning were observed during 

the classroom observations and documented in the TECERS tool wherein the classrooms 

scored well on learning activities and the use of materials to teach concepts. This is in stark 

contrast to the rote methods that are ubiquitous in low-fee private schools.  

 

Preprimary coordinator on which grades had the greatest impact on life outcomes, 

“Preprimary grades is the first thing. From that grade only we can mold the children. 

We can bring them up. That’s the right age to bring the children up.” 

 

Principal on what pedagogy the teachers followed in the preprimary grades, 

“The play-way method only. Activity based learning. We encourage that only.” 

 

LKG teacher 2 on what was the best way to teach preprimary-aged children, 
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“They should not just mug up things. It should not be rote learning. Everybody can 

write what they have mugged up, but we should ask the kids to tell what they under-

stood. Practical way is best.” 

 

Moreover, the preprimary teachers and the school leadership also shared a common under-

standing of learning goals for the preprimary grades. Apart from the academic goals of basic 

literacy (e.g., recognition of letters and emergent reading skills) and basic numeracy (e.g., 

recognition of numbers and counting), the interviewees also strongly emphasized the critical 

role of ECE in building a strong foundation for later learning, and further brought up the 

point that the early years was when the strongest impact could be made on a child’s person-

ality and character. This shared belief that the early years was when a child’s behavior and 

character can be best molded was further reflected in the interviewees’ focus on non-aca-

demic goals such as becoming independent (e.g., eating and toileting on their own), and 

building good habits (e.g., washing hands before meals) and good behavior (e.g., wishing 

teachers, sharing with others, helping others, and resolving conflicts).  

 

Junior KG teacher 1 on her end of year goals for her students, 

“When they come for LKG initially everything will be new for them... classroom is 

new... teachers are new. Blackboard is new... Chalk piece is new... everything will 

be new to them... until 3 years they did not have this exposure. I expect my children 

to get used to this by the end of the academic year... they should understand that 

school is a place to learn and develop their knowledge and teachers are there to help 

them. They should have learnt to understand things... they should have learnt how to 

talk to new people. Nowadays people rarely speak to their neighbors. Children 

should also learn how to share things... how to help if someone is hurt... if someone 

doesn’t have something, they should share with each other. I give snacks break at 

3… if some kids don’t bring snacks, other kids call them and share their snacks. 

These are some of the expectations of the environment I want to create in my class-

room. Kids shouldn’t hurt each other... shouldn’t push... shouldn’t beat. All these 

should be inculcated. I also feel they should obey to what teachers say.” 
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The school leaders’ expectations that the preprimary teachers must be empathetic and moth-

erly above all else and also that it was the role of the teachers to mold students by teaching 

them values further illustrates the focus on non-academic goals. 

 

Preprimary coordinator on the role of the preprimary teachers in the classroom, 

“So a teacher is not only a teacher. We know we have the saying also, teacher is the 

second mother, right? So teacher is not only for teaching the curriculum and she has 

to be like a soft touch mother also in the way the teachers speak with the children. It 

should have soft touch as well as hard touch. Can you understand it? She cannot 

always pamper the children. If they do mistake, it [teacher] should be strict and 

warned [children should be warned] at the correct time. This is the right age for the 

children to correct themselves.” 

 

Assistant school leader on the role of the preprimary teachers in the classroom, 

“So first of all, teachers should be able to take care of the children. The little kids… 

there will be so many things, right… we can’t expect them to be very tidy and things 

like that. Let’s say a kid vomits in the classroom; the teacher shouldn’t just threaten 

for that and be rude to the kid for that. Instead, she should be empathetic and take 

care. Taking care of the children I think is more important. She… a teacher… should 

be taking care of the children.”  

 

The above examples are not to say that the teachers and the school leaders did not focus on 

or value any academic goals for the preprimary grades. On the contrary, the interviewees 

clearly articulated academic goals, particularly goals for English language such as recogni-

tion of letter and numbers, early reading skills (reading three-letter words), speaking in Eng-

lish skills (understanding simple instructions in English), reciting rhymes and narrating sto-

ries. However, during the interviews, they often circled back to the non-academic goals and 

called out the primacy of non-academic goals over the academic goals.  

5.2.6 Theme 6: Lack of shared understanding of school’s vision 

Although the school leadership believed that the teachers knew the school’s vision well as 

they had shared the school’s vision frequently with the teachers during staff meetings, the 
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responses from the teachers revealed a lack of shared understanding of the school’s vision. 

Also, there were slight variations in the school’s vision as described by the school leaders 

too. Furthermore, the vision seemed to get diluted as one went from the top (school owner) 

to the middle (preprimary coordinator) and then to the bottom (teachers) of the hierarchy.  

To illustrate, the correspondent of the school gave a vivid description of the vision of the 

school and tied it to the reason he started the school, i.e., to serve the poor and the lower 

caste communities in the area who, at the time of establishing the school, weren’t allowed 

access to the government schools and the Atomic Energy Central Schools in the area.  

 

When asked to describe the school’s vision, the correspondent said,  

“In this area there were many below poverty [line] people. Secondly, there were 

many lower caste people from the scheduled castes. There were only Kendriya 

Vidyalas [government schools] and the Atomic Energy Central Schools in this area. 

These were the schools that had good quality education. When these people went 

there and asked for admission, they were denied. Only for rich students they gave 

admission. I also went there to ask admission for a student. There was a Brahmin 

principal (in the caste system, Brahmins are the priest caste and are at the top of the 

caste hierarchy] who talked in a tone of racism. I ignored him. I wanted to do some-

thing for these people from the surrounding villages. So I started the school to give 

education to people from these sorts of backgrounds.”   

 

The principal, who was also the wife of the correspondent and co-founder of the school, on 

the other hand, explained that the vision of the school was to create scholars out of the area. 

Interestingly, her version did not explicitly differentiate the background of the students. Fur-

thermore, their son, who is the assistant school leader for preprimary and primary grades, 

believed that the vision that his parents had for the school was for the school to be one of the 

best schools in the area. However, he also explicitly called out that his personal vision for 

the school was to offer the best education to children at affordable cost. Moreover, he also 

clarified that he hadn’t shared his personal vision with anyone yet.  

 

Moving on to the teachers, their interpretation of the vision was a very generic statement 

which was for the school to be reputed. However, there was significant variation in their 
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understanding of the school’s reputation. For instance, Junior KG teacher 1 and the prepri-

mary coordinator (who was a higher secondary school teacher) believed the school’s vision 

was to be known as a school that achieved 100% pass rate in the annual matriculation exam-

ination, while Senior KG teacher 1 believed the school’s vision was to be known as the 

school whose students were good citizens in the community. On the other hand, Senior KG 

teacher 2 believed the school’s vision was to be known as a progressive school that tried 

new things each year and continued to grow, while Junior KG teacher 2 believed the school’s 

vision was to be known as the school whose students were high achievers.  

 

Interestingly, all the teachers, along with the preprimary coordinator, described the vision of 

the school in third person by using either ‘they’ to refer to the school management, or ‘our 

ma’am’ to refer to the school principal, or ‘our sir’ to refer to the school correspondence in 

describing the vision that the management or the school owners had for the school. In de-

scribing the school’s vision, they seemed disconnected and impersonal.  

 

For example, the preprimary coordinator described the vision in these terms: 

“They [school owners] want full results, 100% results. That’s 10th, 11th and 12th.” 

 

In contrast, the management used personal terms like ‘I,’ ‘we,’ and ‘my vision’ to describe 

the vision, indicating a personal stake and ownership of the school’s vision.  

 

For example, the principal described her vision in more personal terms: 

“We want to create scholars out of this area. As long as I am active and healthy, my 

only vision is to mold children into scholars.” 

5.2.7 Theme 7: Shared and distributed leadership 

Formal distribution of roles and responsibilities 

The case study school had a formal organizational structure in place with well-defined roles 

and responsibilities for each staff. Overall, as with a typical low-fee private school, the ad-

ministration and management of the school rested with owners of the school, which in this 
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case was the husband and wife duo. Officially, the wife carried out the function of the prin-

cipal of the school, while the husband carried out the function of the correspondent of the 

school. While all the major decisions regarding the school were jointly taken by both the 

owners, each of them carried out a very specific function in the day-to-day operations of the 

school. For instance, the principal was primarily responsible for the academics of the school 

which included things like setting the academic calendar for the year, allocating workload 

for teachers, hiring and trainings of teachers, overseeing examinations, and meeting parents 

with regards to admissions at the start of a new academic year and also to address complaints 

through the academic year. In contrast, the correspondent’s primary responsibility was to 

manage all outward-facing communication of the school which included interacting with 

education department officials from the state government, other school owners and princi-

pals, education service providers, and the community leaders.  

 

Apart from the principal and correspondent, the school leadership also comprised an assis-

tant school leader and various coordinators who were responsible for the academics of spe-

cific grades: preprimary coordinator for all the preprimary grades, primary coordinator for 

grades 1 to 5, upper primary coordinator for grades 6 to 8, and high school coordinator for 

grades 9 and 10. These coordinators were typically senior teachers who were formally given 

certain additional leadership responsibilities such as checking the lesson plans of teachers of 

these specific grades, visiting the classrooms and giving feedback to these teachers, clarify-

ing doubts of these teachers, and regularly reporting on the teaching and learning quality in 

these grades to the principal. For instance, the preprimary coordinator was actually a full-

time grade 12 science teacher who was given the additional responsibility of looking after 

the teaching and learning in the preprimary grades. The system of having coordinators for 

specific grades was introduced in the academic year 2018-19 and prior to this the various 

functions of the coordinators were carried out by a vice-principal who retired at the end of 

the previous academic year, necessitating this new system. Unfortunately, the retired vice-

principal was unavailable for an interview as he was traveling extensively for months.  

 

Senior KG teacher 2 on how she clarified her doubts regarding lessons plans and activities,  

“From this year onwards there is a coordinator. Initially, we will ask them only: that 

we are going ahead with this. They ask which block we are going ahead with. We tell 

them. They explain it first. We write lesson plan based on that and submit. They come 
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for note checking and diary checking. So this year onwards whatever doubts we have, 

we clarify with them only. Last year when we did not have coordinators, we used to 

ask to vice principal sir.” 

 

Incidentally, the assistant school leader is the son of the owners and could be considered to 

be a future principal or correspondent in training. This is again typical of a low-fee private 

school where the children of the owners eventually take over the administration and man-

agement of the school as the school is considered to be a private enterprise that is inherited 

by the next generation. However, the assistant school leader noted that it was a conscious 

choice to join the school after his education and that in fact, his parents did not want him to 

join the school because running a school was not an easy job. Nevertheless, the desire to 

make a positive impact on the lives of children and the vision to offer high-quality education 

at an affordable cost to children from low-income households was what drove him to join 

the school, and that he would have joined some other school if not this one.  

 

While the assistant school leader was officially on the payroll of the school, he enjoyed 

certain privileges that other school leaders did not. For instance, although he was tasked with 

improving the English proficiency of the students in the primary grades, he had the liberty 

to scope out his role as an assistant school leader and he instead chose to focus his efforts on 

improving the systems and processes in place at the school such as the waste management 

system and the infrastructure related complaints registration and redressal system for the 

staff. During the initial months, he also focused on improving the infrastructure, particularly 

the library and the computer lab. However, during the period of this research study, the as-

sistant school leader had shifted his focus to improving the basic literacy and numeracy lev-

els of students in the primary grades, with plans to also include the preprimary grades in this 

improvement plan. As part of this improvement plan, the assistant school leader first led the 

efforts to assess the basic literacy and numeracy levels of all primary and preprimary grade 

children, and then led the planning and execution of the improvement plan during the rest of 

the academic year 2018-19. A major part of these efforts involved working with the primary 

and preprimary teachers to pilot new ideas such as pictorial assessments for children with 

poor reading levels and reorganizing students into sections based on reading levels to help 

provide more targeted support to different groups of slow learners.  
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The assistant school leader when asked to define his role in the school, 

“Initially I did not have a clear cut role in the first place when I joined the school. 

So when I joined the school I was told that I should focus mainly on the primary 

children: the primary teachers and the primary children. One more thing I was told 

was that I should do something about the English. So that was something which was 

expected of me. And after joining the school only I kind of realized the needs of the 

school and so that is something which I am actually blessed in the school. So I have 

freedom to... I have lots of freedom that way to design my role in the school. So I am 

not sure if I'll be allowed to do certain things if I am in other schools like so now 

English [spoken English] is not my priority in the school. I want to do it eventually, 

but not now because I feel there are lot more things which need to be done in the 

school. There also things which can be done very easily in the school. And with that 

as a start, I felt like I can do the English part eventually.” 

Informal distribution of leadership roles and responsibilities 

It also emerged from the interviews that certain leadership roles and responsibilities were 

informally distributed among the teachers. For instance, senior teachers were given the 

charge of new teachers to train and support them during the initial period for 3 to 6 months. 

Similarly, the teachers responsible for different sections of the same grade informally orga-

nized themselves into pairs with the senior teacher of the two teachers taking on an informal 

leadership of the teaching and learning activities for that grade, which includes coaching the 

other teacher and also setting the academic plan for the year.  

 

Senior KG teacher 2 on how the teacher pairs worked in the school,  

“Senior teachers will share a lot. Whenever they allot teachers for a class, they will 

allot one experienced teacher and one new teacher and the experienced teacher will 

share a lot of things and the other teacher will follow what the experienced teacher 

says. They [senior teachers] know a lot of things and they know how to maintain 

about lesson plans. How to teach… everything they know.” 



91 

 

 

5.2.8 Additional concepts and areas explored in the transcripts 

Education intervention 

As mentioned earlier, the school had purchased an education intervention by Xseed Educa-

tion—an Indian education company that provides teaching and learning resources (books 

and teacher’s guide with lesson plans) as well as teacher training services. The case study 

school had started using the intervention only in June 2018, and before this, the school cu-

rated a set of books from different publishers for use in different grades. The school leader-

ship explained that they had decided to go ahead with the intervention by Xseed primarily 

to further help improve the quality of teaching and learning in the school, but also partly to 

cater to the aspirational needs of the parents who have been putting their children in schools 

affiliated to the Central Board of Secondary Education (CBSE) due to the perception that 

the CBSE board was better than the state boards of education (although the school followed 

the state board curriculum, Xseed’s curriculum is based on the CBSE curriculum). 

 

In terms of the impact of the education intervention, the classroom observations, as well as 

the in-depth interviews, did not point to any significant or major changes introduced by the 

intervention in the current academic year. Rather, many of the elements of the intervention 

were already being followed by the preprimary teachers before the introduction of the inter-

vention. For instance, the preprimary teachers had been preparing daily lesson plans as di-

rected by the principal and guided by the senior teachers much before the introduction of 

ready-made lesson plans by the intervention partner. Moreover, despite the availability of 

ready-made lesson plans by Xseed, the teachers were still preparing their own hand-written 

lesson plans. While the teachers’ lesson plans were based on Xseed’s lesson plans, the teach-

ers were customizing these lesson plans based on their classroom contexts (e.g. class sizes) 

and availability of materials (e.g., sand-pit) to conduct the recommended activities.  

 

Similarly, while the education intervention included teacher training sessions to help the 

teachers understand how to use the teachers’ guide and the various books and resources, the 

training of teachers was also not a new phenomenon at the case study school as documented 

in theme 4 in the earlier section. Moreover, since the start of the 2018-19 academic year, 

Xseed Education had only conducted three trainings sessions for the teachers, all of which 
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mainly focused on the use of the teaching and learning materials provided by Xseed and the 

recommended pedagogy. During the classroom observations, the teachers not only appeared 

very comfortable using the instructional strategies observed, but they were also observed 

tweaking the teacher instructions given in the Xseed lesson plans. For instance, while the 

lesson plan instructed the teachers to use English to instruct the students, the teachers con-

sciously and predominantly used the local language Tamil to communicate with the students 

as they felt that it was critical to the use the children’s first language in the early grades. 

Similarly, while Xseed’s lesson plans called for an assessment of children after every lesson 

to gauge learning outcomes, the teachers had converted the assessments into homework as 

they felt that they wouldn’t have enough time to assess all the children.  

Context of the school 

The interview protocols also included questions on the context within which the school and 

the various stakeholders operated. The case study school is located on the outskirts of the 

South Indian metropolitan city of Chennai in the suburbs of Kalpakkam. The township is the 

home to one of the largest nuclear power plants in India, and not surprisingly the Department 

of Atomic Energy (DAE) of the Indian government is the largest employer in that area. 

Moreover, the DAE also runs two schools which cater primarily to the children of its em-

ployees. In addition to these DAE schools, the township also has two Kendriya Vidyalayas 

(Central government schools) which also cater to the wider public at large. However, as 

noted by the school owner, children from low-income households (who also typically come 

from lower castes28) were historically shunned away from these DAE and Central govern-

ment schools and this was one of his primary motivations for starting the school in 1995.  

 

The case study school largely caters to low-income households in and around Kalpakkam, 

including the various fishing communities as Chennai is a coastal city. Most of the parents 

have never been to schools or dropped out of schools early to help their parents with their 

                                                

 

28 The ancient caste system in India divided Hindus into four main categories - Brahmins, Kshatriyas, 

Vaishyas and the Shudras. At the top of the hierarchy were the Brahmins who were mainly teachers, intellec-
tuals, and priests. Then came the Kshatriyas, or the warriors and rulers. The third slot went to the Vaishyas, 

or the traders, and at the bottom of the heap were the Shudras who did all the menial jobs. Source: 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-35650616 
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family trade (fishing or farming). The average household income of these families, as quoted 

by the assistant school leader, was between USD 100 and USD 140 per month. As is com-

mon in most low-fee private schools, one of the biggest challenges of the school is collecting 

the monthly tuition fee from the parents, which is about USD 8 per month for the preprimary 

grades. Moreover, the school also faced challenges in getting the parents to cooperate with 

the teachers and the school leaders, particularly when they were implementing any new ideas 

in the school. For instance, the parents weren’t keen on their children getting more free-play 

and outdoor playtime and regularly complained to the school leaders about minor injuries 

sustained by their children when playing in the open playground. 

 

Another challenge that the school faced was that most of the parents could not read and write 

English, and hence they were unable to support their children at home. However, as is com-

mon of low-income households in developing countries like India, the parents are very as-

pirational and want their children to learn English from a very young age, and hence they 

spend up to 10 percent of their household income to send their children to low-fee private 

schools. However, at times these expectations also put undue pressure on the children and 

the schools as parents are keen to hear their children speak in English before they can even 

learn their mother tongue (the first language spoken at home) well. This fact was noted by 

the teachers as well as the school leaders that the parents often expected their children to 

speak and write in English very early, but it was a challenge to achieve this as the children 

did not have an environment at home where they could practice English. This further proved 

that the case study school was catering to a parent profile that was very similar to other low-

income households in India in terms of their aspirations and expectations.  

 

The preprimary coordinator commenting on the parent profile,  

“Actually to be frank, here the parents are uneducated, 100 percent they believe in 

the teachers only, for everything, for discipline wise also, for proper eating also, 

proper speaking also they … (unclear). 99 percent of the parents they used to come 

and tell the same thing. We cannot do anything for that only we have just given our 

children in your hands. I am uneducated I cannot teach like that. So their expectation 

is at least the children should be able to speak properly in English, they should say 

something in English, they will be happy by hearing that. That one and they should 

be able to read books on their own. Lower grades parents they are expecting this is 
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the only thing: they should read on their own, they should speak English up to some 

extent.” 

 

The case study school differed from most typical low-fee private schools in that the founders 

of the school (the correspondent and the principal) were both working as teachers before 

they decided to start this school. Therefore, they came with some background in education 

and an understanding of teaching and learning practices when they started the school. This 

is unlike most low-fee private schools where the school owners are businessmen who look 

at the school as an investment rather than a service. Moreover, the 24-year history of the 

school also places this school in a period when low-fee private schools were just beginning 

to show up in developing countries around the globe. In contrast, many of the low-fee private 

schools have only come up in the last 10 years. The long history of the school was evident 

in the permanent infrastructure that the school boasted of compared to the rented spaces that 

are typical of most low-fee private schools. However, this came at the cost of high-interest 

loans that the school was still paying off. Nevertheless, the advantage of having permanent 

infrastructure was that the school had received recognition from the government, making it 

easier for the school to function. However, the school leaders did call out that as a low-fee 

private school, the school was not affected significantly by changes in the norms and regu-

lations of the state education board as the level of the government intervention and inspection 

was quite low in such schools. For instance, while recognized schools are supposed to follow 

the curriculum and books prepared by the state education board (called as Samacheer), the 

case study school was using an education intervention by Xseed for the preprimary grades 

and for grades 1 to 8 as the government officials were not very particular about this.  

 

The assistant school leader on how government regulations impact the school, 

“Actually there is a government fixed syllabus called ‘Samacheer syllabus.’ But it 

starts only from first standard. But... government... at least in our schools and all, 

government is not very particular about the curriculum and what we follow. They 

are mostly concerned about it only in the higher grades like tenth and twelfth stand-

ard. But before that even in meetings my father [correspondent] has told me that they 

[government education officials] have given complete leeway to... uh... teach what-

ever we want from the school side.” 
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Nevertheless, the overall context of the case study school was comparable to that of most 

low-fee private schools in that it catered largely to the low-income households in the area 

and hence had to cope with the associated challenges such as irregular fee collection, fee 

defaults, unsupportive parent body, and other challenges associated with first-generation 

learners. However, the school leaders and the teachers seemed to be managing these chal-

lenges well and worked together to offer good quality ECE at an affordable cost.   

5.3 Document review 

As noted earlier, and as is typical of low-fee private schools, documentation at the case study 

school was poor. There were no meeting minutes available or any documentation on the 

teacher training sessions or visits to the model low-fee private schools. Nevertheless, the 

researcher was able to access some documents pertaining to lesson plans, both the ready-to-

use lesson plans provided by the education intervention—Xseed, as well as the customized 

lesson plans written by the preprimary teachers. Additionally, the researcher also had access 

to the school’s website which contained information on the history and context of the school, 

the school’s vision, fee details, the school’s newsletter, updates as well as blogs on various 

events organized at the school and other relevant information. Although this information 

was less than what was anticipated, it helped triangulate some of the key findings from the 

in-depth interviews as well as from the classroom observations. This section gives a brief 

description of the above-mentioned documents and website pages. 

5.3.1 Lesson plans by education intervention 

The education intervention company—Xseed—had provided the teachers with a detailed 

teachers’ guide with daily lesson plans organized by monthly themes such  as ‘earth and 

space’ and ‘living together.’ The sequence followed the model prescribed in the National 

ECCE curriculum framework which is to start with awareness about self (personal identify, 

parts of the body, family members), before moving on to the community and environment 

(community helpers, social structures, plants and animals), and then to the country (about 

India), and finally to the planet and outer space (other countries, earth, solar system). 
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The daily lesson plans were sub-divided into subject lessons of 35 minutes each for English, 

Mathematics, and Themes (science and social studies) topics. The instructions in the plans 

were prescriptive and the teachers were expected to sequentially implement these daily les-

son plans. Each plan included the following sub-sections: aim, action, analysis, application, 

and assessment. The five sub-sections are briefly described in table 6 below with examples 

from an English lesson for senior KG from the week of the classroom observations. 

 

Table 6. Five sub-sections in the lesson plans by Xseed Education 

Sub-section Description of sub-section E.g., from lesson plan 

Aim Clearly laid out the learning outcomes 

that the children were expected to 

demonstrate at the end of the lesson. 

Students will be able to blend and 

segment sounds of one-syllable 

spoken words. 

Action Step-by-step instructions for the 

teachers with each instruction either 

labeled with a verb or starting with a 

verb denoting the action required of 

the teacher 

Show the picture of a kit.  

Name the thing shown in the pic-

ture.  

Display the word card ‘Kit’ with 

the picture on the word wall.  

Say the word again, stretching the 

vowel sound: /ck/iiiii/t/.  

Instruct: Repeat the sound along 

with me. Repeat several times. 

Ask: How many sounds of letters 

did you hear in the word ‘kit’? (3) 

Which sound did we say the long-

est? (/i/) Which sound did we say 

first? (/ck/) Which sound did we 

say last? (/t/) 

Analysis Instructions for the teacher on how to 

explain the concept further to the chil-

dren through a question and reflection 

exercise 

Instruct: Look at the words on 

the word wall. Tell what is same 

in all the words.  
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Conclude: All the words have the 

letter ‘i’ in the middle and the let-

ter ‘t’ at the end. This means that 

they have the /i/ sound in the mid-

dle and the /t/ sound in the end.  

Application Contains instructions for additional 

practice work for the children to help 

reinforce as well as apply the concept 

learned earlier 

Instruct: We will read the ‘it’ 

group word cards together and 

then alone. Copy the words in 

your notebook. Say the sound of 

each letter when writing.  

Notebook (Suggested Home-

work): Write the ‘it’ group words: 

kit, pit, lit, hit, sit, fit, bit 

Assessment Contains on how the teacher could as-

sess if the children were demonstrat-

ing the learning outcome laid out in 

the aim 

Review notebook work to assess 

if the students can blend and seg-

ment sounds of one-syllable spo-

ken words. 

 

Given that these lesson plans were very detailed and prescriptive, there seemed to be no need 

for the teachers to separately prepare lesson plans. Nonetheless, the preprimary teachers 

were required to write their own lesson plans and get it signed by the preprimary coordinator 

before the start of each week. The next section presents a review of the teachers’ handwritten 

lesson plans and highlights the similarities and differences between the lesson plans prepared 

by the education intervention company and the lesson plans prepared by the teachers.  

5.3.2 Lesson plans prepared by the preprimary teachers 

Most of the lesson plans prepared by the teachers were identical to the lesson plans prepared 

by the education intervention company. Each lesson plan had the same five sub-sections, 

namely aim, action, analysis, application, and assessment. While the instructions under each 

sub-section were the exact same sentences used in the ready-made lesson plan, a few of the 

instructions were often omitted in the teachers’ lesson plans. The missing instructions largely 

seemed to be instructions directed at the teacher such as ‘Show…’ and ‘Draw…’ while the 
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instructions included in the teachers’ lesson plans seemed to be instructions directed at the 

students such as ‘Ask: How many sounds did you hear…?’  

 

Apart from this, the teachers’ versions also seemed to have omitted all learning activities 

that involved materials that the teachers did not have access to (e.g., an English lesson plan 

required sandpits to practice writing the letter ‘m’ in the sand) as well as all activities that 

involved grouping the children into pairs or small group (e.g., a Math lesson plan required 

children to work in pairs to recall before and after numbers for numbers from 1 to 10). In-

stead, the teachers only included easy-to-do activities such as writing the shape of the letter 

‘m’ in the air and whole-class activities such as writing the missing numbers in their note-

books for the sequence of numbers written by the teacher on the blackboard.  

 

The other key differences between the two versions was the addition of a specific date on 

which the lesson plan would be implemented in the teachers’ version, the use of block num-

bers (e.g., BLOCK No.10) in the teachers’ version instead of broad themes (e.g., Living 

Together), and the explicit labelling of the assessment section as homework in the teachers’ 

version. Moreover, the four teachers did not follow the same format for creating their lesson 

plans, with some of the teachers writing the lesson plans for different subjects on different 

pages and other teachers writing all the lesson plans for a particular day on the same page 

with the plans for different subjects written in separate columns on that page.  

5.3.3 School’s website 

Brief history and context of school 

The ‘About Us’ page on the school’s website confirmed the following information about the 

school: (1) the school was established by the correspondent and the principal (husband and 

wife duo) in 1995; (2) the school is a private un-aided school; (3) the school largely caters 

to the low-income households in its vicinity; and (4) the school currently uses Xseed’s edu-

cation intervention for the preprimary grades as well as for grades 1 to 8. 

 

Overall, there wasn’t much information on the school’s website, and the website did not 

seem to have been updated between August 2016 and September 2018, which aligns with 
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the assistant school leader’s statement in late October 2018 that he had recently updated the 

school’s website. This is typical of most low-fee private schools which may have websites, 

but do not have a dedicated resource person to regularly update the school’s website.  

Vision and goals of the school 

The vision page on the school’s website presented a detailed description of what the school 

stood for. However, as called out by the assistant school leader, the vision page was recently 

updated by him and it represented his vision for the school and not necessarily the vision set 

by the founders. In brief, the published vision of the school was to ‘create socially conscious 

and empowered individuals who are driven by values.’ Taking all these into account, a re-

view of the vision on the website reinforces the finding that the various stakeholders in the 

school did not have a shared understanding of the school’s vision.   

 

In terms of goals, while the website did not explicitly call out any goals, it presented the 

following items as the ways in which the school was striving to achieve its vision.  

1. Inculcating a positive and safe environment for enabling the children to be self-ini-

tiators and active participants 

2. Making the school be more connected with the outside world to enable better re-

source sharing, exposure to the children and also to contribute to the betterment of 

the society 

3. Stimulating an environment which is friendly to the teachers in driving and assisting 

them to empower and strengthen the values of the students 

4. By providing facilities such as library, computer lab, playground, etc., which will 

empower the children in various facets 

5. Harmonizing an ecosystem which facilitates continuous learning for teachers and 

students from the sources not just confined to the ‘boundaries’ of the school 

 

As mentioned earlier, while these are not necessarily goals, many of these points came out 

during the in-depth interviews, particularly when describing the school’s culture such as the 

continuous professional development of the teachers and the enabling school culture.  
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Fee structure to validate selection criteria 

The published fee structure for the preprimary grades confirms that the school is indeed a 

low-fee private school that charges an all-inclusive fee of INR 15,100 per annum for junior 

KG and INR 18,460 per annum for senior KG. The fee structure document available on the 

website (see appendix 7) notes that the total fee was inclusive of an ‘annual enrollment fee 

that is collected in the beginning of the year to meet the large annual expenses incurred by 

the school such as purchasing textbooks, notebooks, vehicle maintenance, school infrastruc-

ture building, etc.’ and that the ‘monthly fee is collected every month to meet the monthly 

expenses’ such as teachers’ and staff salaries, utility costs, etc. Interestingly, the fee docu-

ment also calls out that the school offers concessions on both the enrollment fee as well as 

the monthly fee based on the financial situation of the families. It is quite common among 

low-fee private schools to have flexible fee structures as they function better on economies 

of scale (greater enrollments) than on higher unit costs (fees). In contrast, mid-market and 

high-end schools rarely offer fee concessions to parents as they rely more on unit costs. The 

breakdown of the fee per annum is as given in table 7 below. 

 

Table 7. Fee structure for the preprimary grades at the case study school 

Grade Annual Enrollment 

Fee (in INR) 

Monthly Fee  

(in INR) 

Total all-inclusive fee 

per annum (in INR) 

Junior KG 8,500 550 15,100 

Senior KG 11,500 580 18,460 

Newsletter and blog posts 

The website also hosted a digital version of the school’s newsletter as well as a few blog 

posts on events which took place at the school. As noted earlier, there were no updates on 

the website between August 2016 and September 2018. However, since September 2018 the 

website has been updated with 16 new blog posts. This is in contrast to just 4 blog posts that 

were uploaded to the website since it was launched in early 2016. 

 

A review of the September 2018 newsletter threw light on the beliefs of the school leaders 

and some of the teachers on good pedagogies as well as the importance of early childhood 

education. For instance, the featured article carried a write-up on early childhood education 
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by the school’s principal in which she called out the importance of early environments on 

the development of children’s brains and also called for greater freedom to ‘learn and ex-

plore’ during the early years ‘without actually having to put all that learning to work.’ The 

write-up quotes various researchers in the field of neuroscience, indicating that the principal 

was not only well-read but also deeply interested in the field of early childhood education. 

A couple of other interesting pieces by the staff include a brief write-up on the importance 

of higher-order thinking by an English teacher and a perspective piece on parenting by the 

correspondent. The newsletter also contained various articles and artwork by the students.  

 

Moving on to the blog posts, the most interesting piece was a photo journal documenting the 

creating of the children’s park—‘The Park of Joy.’ The creation of the park a few months 

after the visit to the school by the researcher during which he shared feedback that the chil-

dren needed to have more free-play and outdoor playtime not only reflected the openness 

and responsiveness of the school leaders to feedback and ideas from others, but it also re-

flected the ingenuity of the school leaders in creating a children’s park by upcycling waste 

materials such as discarded vehicle tires sourced from the community.  

 

The blog posts also threw light on other key events at the school such as the workshop on 

the menstrual cycle by Sukhibhava Foundation and a mental health awareness talk by doc-

tors from Karpaga Vinayaga Medical College. While the blog posts mention that these two 

events were organized for the students, when talking about the various types of trainings that 

the school organized for teachers the assistant school leader had also called out that the 

school had arranged for the teachers to attend training sessions by these organizations.  
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6 Discussion 

This research study set out to understand how a typical low-fee private school in urban South 

India worked to achieve good quality ECE environment. The findings from the analysis of 

the various data sets collected during this study not only document the good quality of the 

ECE environment in the preprimary grades of the case study school, but they also allude to 

the key drivers of this good quality ECE environment. This chapter begins by discussing 

some of these key findings and attempts to situate the findings using the pattern matching 

logic (Trochim, 1989) to compare the seven themes which emerged from the in-depth inter-

views with the research propositions presented in chapter 3 of this report. The second section 

of this chapter then discusses the relevance of these findings for achieving good quality ECE 

in the context of low-fee private schools in India as well as in other developing countries.  

6.1 Situating the findings using the pattern matching logic 

Research proposition 1:  

P1: the preprimary teachers in the case study school are highly motivated and are more 

capable (understand the basic principles for ECE and are aware of developmentally 

appropriate pedagogy for early years) 

The proposition that the preprimary teachers in the case study school were highly motivated 

and also more capable than typical low-fee private school teachers was validated in the study. 

As presented in the previous chapter, the strong motivation of the teachers was evident in 

the strong locus of control that the teachers had as well as in their strong self-efficacy and 

positive expectations of students (Rowan et al., 1996). In fact, the impact of their strong 

motivation is evident in the level of planning and preparation for their lessons. Moreover, 

the motivation of the teachers also seemed to influence their decision to develop profession-

ally, both formally in the pursuit of teacher training courses and higher education, and infor-

mally by learning from friends and colleagues as well as form videos on YouTube. 

 

In terms of ability, the teachers not only demonstrated a better understanding of ECE but 

they were also aware of the appropriate pedagogy for early years. Their ability was further 

demonstrated in the good quality ECE environment in their classrooms as documented in 
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the TECERS scores. However, what’s interesting is that none of these teachers started out 

any different from the typical low-fee private school teacher: none of them had any training 

nor relevant experience in ECE when they joined the school. Moreover, none of them had 

chosen this profession or the early grades because they were passionate about it. Neverthe-

less, what differentiated these teachers was their desire and openness to learning, which in 

combination with the school leaders’ focus on professional development and the supportive 

and enabling school culture transformed these teachers from ordinary low-fee private school 

teachers to highly motivated and more capable low-fee private school teachers. This segues 

naturally to the second research proposition which was also validated in the study. 

Research proposition 2 

P2: the work situation at the case study school is better than that in the average low-fee 

private school (viz. workload, support from school leadership, remuneration, etc.) 

The school culture of the case study school can be best described as supportive and enabling. 

The teachers not only enjoyed greater freedom and flexibility to plan and teach as they 

seemed fit, but they were also given adequate support by the school leaders to implement 

their ideas and also develop professionally through regular training and visits to other model 

low-fee private schools. The support of the school leaders is best exemplified in the discrete 

and protected planning time that the teachers enjoyed every Saturday to plan and prepare for 

their classes in the week ahead. This is quite unlike the work culture in typical low-fee pri-

vate schools where teachers are expected to make time from planning on their own, and this 

often does not happen as the only time teachers have for planning is after school hours and 

teachers usually have to rush home after work to attend to their household chores.  

 

Another distinctive aspect of the school culture which emerged from the data was the recog-

nition and appreciation that the preprimary teachers in the case study school received, spe-

cifically from the school leaders, but also from other teachers and parents of students. In 

fact, the culture of appreciation, along with the freedom to teach and the supportive leader-

ship, was mentioned by the teachers as the key reason for remaining with the school. Prepri-

mary teachers in low-fee private schools are often the least paid and least recognized teachers 

in the grand scheme of things in the school. Therefore, the quality of the preprimary teachers 

in low-fee private schools is generally poor and the attrition rate is quite high. However, the 
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school leadership at the case study school explicitly recognized and appreciated the efforts 

of the preprimary teachers and also rewarded them with material gifts and a slightly better 

remuneration compared to the average salaries in typical low-fee private schools.  

 

The third distinguishing aspect of the school culture was the level of collaboration between 

the preprimary teachers and also between the teachers and the school leaders. Unlike prepri-

mary teachers in typical low-fee private schools who work largely on their own, the prepri-

mary teachers in the case study school organically formed grade-specific micro-communi-

ties of practice which were then consolidated into a larger preprimary teachers’ community 

of practice. Moreover, the school leaders also consciously made an effort to collaboratively 

work with the preprimary teachers on creating term goals and selecting the publisher for the 

books to be used for specific grades. Not only was the teachers’ opinion actively solicited, 

but it was also respected and valued, particularly when there were disagreements. 

Research proposition 3 

P3: the external environment does not have any significant impact on the effectiveness 

of the preprimary teachers in the case study school 

In brief, the external factors that seemed to have the most effect on teachers’ effectiveness 

in typical low-fee private schools did not seem to have any significant impact on the prepri-

mary teachers in the case study school. The most significant of these external factors is the 

parents’ expectations of the school. Generally, low-fee private school teachers feel disem-

powered in the face of parents’ demands, which often stem from unrealistic expectations. 

On one hand, they do not feel qualified to counter or pushback on these demands, while on 

the other hand, they do not enjoy the support of the school leaders who often side with the 

parents as they are afraid of losing enrollments. However, in the case study school, none of 

these factors were true as the teachers not only felt more empowered, but they also enjoyed 

the support of the school leaders who shielded the teachers from the unrealistic demands of 

parents. Typical expectations of parents include more writing homework, the use of English 

by the teachers in the classroom, and for the children to only speak in English. However, as 

observed in the classrooms, the teachers used the local language most of the time in the 

classrooms, gave minimal homework, and did not force the children to speak in English.  
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The second key external influence on teachers’ effectiveness is government regulations such 

as the mandate that all teachers must complete a teacher training course in order to retain 

their jobs as teachers. However, as noted by the school leadership, such government man-

dates and regulations did not have any impact on the functioning of low-fee private schools.  

Research proposition 4 

P4: the school leaders influence the preprimary teachers’ effectiveness by (i) creating 

efficient academic structures and processes (improving work situation); (ii) supporting 

teachers through regular training, monitoring, and feedback (improving teachers’ abil-

ities); (ii) building a shared vision and setting clear goals (motivating teachers) 

The findings from the study validated the first two points of the fourth research proposition. 

The school leaders at the case study school not only proactively created better working con-

ditions for the teachers (e.g., protected planning time, a culture of appreciation, learning, and 

collaboration), but they also supported the teachers through frequent training, visits to model 

low-fee private schools, and systematic monitoring and feedback by the various coordina-

tors. Moreover, the school leaders consciously chose to hire teachers with the right attitude 

towards children and an openness to learning on the job instead of focusing solely on quali-

fications, thus helping create a community of like-minded and growth-oriented teachers. 

However, on the third point, although the school leaders thought they had built a shared 

vision and had set clear goals for the school, the various stakeholders at the school did not 

have a shared understanding of the school’s vision and goals. Moreover, the different tonal-

ity with which the school leaders and the teachers spoke when referring to the school’s vision 

and goals further indicated a lack of ownership of the vision by the teachers.  

Research proposition 5 

P5: leadership in the case study school does not reside in a single school leader’s char-

acteristic, skill, or knowledge (Spillane, 2005; Spillane et al., 2004), but instead it is 

distributed among various staff members, formally and informally 

The fifth proposition was also validated in the study as the school had a distribution of lead-

ership roles and responsibilities, formally in the roles of the assistant school leader and the 

various coordinators (senior teachers) responsible for different grades, and also informally 
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as the senior teachers took up the task of guiding and training the junior teachers. The pro-

active distribution of the leadership roles and responsibilities among senior teachers not only 

frees up the principal’s time to focus on more targeted responsibilities, but it also helps build 

leadership capacity in the school and therefore reduces the dependency on a single school 

leader to manage the school as is often the case in typical low-fee private schools. Moreover, 

by distributing the leadership among senior teachers, the school owners also signaled the 

growth prospects for high performing teachers, thus motivating them to develop profession-

ally as well as remain with the school in order to build seniority. Additionally, even at the 

top of the formal hierarchy, the school owners seemed to have split their responsibilities with 

a clear demarcation of the roles and responsibilities of the correspondent and the principal. 

This is again unlike the situation in typical low-fee private schools where the leadership is 

concentrated in one or two individuals who are usually the owners of the school.   

Rival proposition 1 

RP1: The quality of the preprimary grades is driven largely by an education intervention 

partner and not by motivated teachers or strong school leaders 

While the school was using an education intervention by Xseed Education for the preprimary 

grades, the education intervention alone did not seem to be the key driver of the good quality 

ECE environment in the case study school. For one, the intervention was recently introduced 

in the school and the teachers were still getting used to the intervention. Secondly, the key 

drivers that emerged from the study seemed to be in place even before the introduction of 

the education intervention in the academic year 2018-19. For instance, even before the in-

troduction of the intervention, the teachers used to write their own lesson plans in advance 

as instructed by the principal and guided by the senior teachers. Moreover, all the teachers 

had enrolled for teaching training courses or for higher education well before the introduc-

tion of the intervention, and have also received relevant training at the school even before 

the training by the intervention partner. In fact, the school had an informal teacher training 

model in place that dates back at least 5-6 years, which is when all of the preprimary teachers 

joined the school and underwent a 3 to 6 months induction training at the school.  
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Rival proposition 2 

RP2: The Null Hypothesis – There are no clear drivers which explain the good quality 

of the preprimary grades in the case study school. 

Similarly, the null hypothesis has also been invalidated as the study’s findings explicitly 

point to several drivers which could have a positive impact on the quality of the preprimary 

grades in the case study school. In order words, the good quality of the preprimary grades in 

the case study school is not a statistical fluke or a result of some random chance of events 

which resulted in the good quality of the ECE environment on the day of the observations.  

6.2 Relevance of the findings for good quality ECE in low-fee private schools  

The findings underscore the possibility of achieving good quality ECE even in low-fee pri-

vate schools without significantly altering the budget of the school. One of the key concern 

areas in the context of low-fee private schools has been the unqualified and untrained work-

force. However, findings from this case study point to an alternate model where the school 

works to build capacity in untrained teachers. However, there are two critical prerequisites 

for the success of this model: (1) the school must hire teachers with the right attitude towards 

children and an openness to learning on the job above everything else; and (2) the school 

needs to have strong leadership in place that is focused on learning as much as profitability.  

 

While the first point is fairly straightforward to implement, good school leaders willing to 

work in low-fee private schools are harder to come by than good teachers. Fortunately, the 

findings point to the success of building leadership capacity within the pool senior teachers. 

Similarly, the findings also show a positive effect of a distributed leadership model as well 

as ‘communities of practice’ based on ‘voluntary collaboration on the children’s learning’ 

Hargreaves and Fink (2008, p. 229). However, all of these processes are interlinked and still 

require at least one good school leader to initiate a chain reaction by first hiring and training 

the right teachers and then gradually building leadership capacity in some of these teachers 

who can then take on leadership responsibilities and also build various communities of prac-

tice within the school. A solution to this second problem is beyond the scope of this research 

study and perhaps this is a question that needs to be answered through further research.  
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7 Ethical considerations 

Due to the lack of any association in India exclusively devoted to the code of conduct in 

education research, the researcher relied on a combination of the codes of conducts from two 

commonly referenced associations in the field of education: the American Educational Re-

search Association (AERA) (2011) and the British Educational Research Association 

(BERA) (2011). The researcher also referenced the SERA-SEED Starting Points for Re-

search in Schools (2007) to guide the ethical considerations in this research study.   

 

As mentioned in the BERA Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2011), the re-

searcher has certain responsibilities towards not just the research participants (which is of 

critical importance), but also towards the sponsors of the researcher (in this case, the Uni-

versity of Oulu, Finland), towards the community of educational researchers, and towards 

the educational professionals, policymakers, and the general public. The following sub-sec-

tions explain the various measures taken to fulfill these responsibilities.  

7.1 Responsibilities to participants  

In accordance to the guidelines, the researcher first drafted informed consent forms which 

clearly identified the purpose (to fulfill the requirements of a master’s degree program at the 

University of Oulu, Finland) and the objective (to understand how the case study school 

worked to achieve good quality ECE environment in its preprimary grades) of the research 

and also clarified that the participation was voluntary and that the participants had a right to 

refuse participation and that refusal did not deny the participants any benefits they were 

otherwise entitled to at the school. Explicit consent to observe the preprimary classrooms 

was also added to the consent forms of the teachers. On similar lines, a separate consent 

form was drafted for seeking permission for using the school as a case in the research study 

and this consent form was signed by the principal/ owner of the school. 

 

The participants were also promised anonymity in the report as well as the confidentiality of 

the responses shared with the researcher. Given that the research study involved a translator 

who would have access to the interview data, a separate confidentiality agreement was 
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signed with the translator according to which the translator agreed to (1) maintain the confi-

dentiality of data, and (2) not store or retain any data post the process of translation. Sample 

informed consent forms, the permission for research, and the confidentiality agreement are 

available in appendices 9-11 of this report for the reference of other researchers and readers.  

 

Additionally, as the classroom observation involved sharing a space with children between 

the ages 4 and 6 years, the researcher sought to take informed consents from the parents of 

these children. However, the school leadership informed the researcher that this task may be 

difficult to complete as the researcher would have to individually meet the parents of the 

about 160 students and explain about the research study as it would be challenging to get all 

the parents to come to the school at an appointed time. This would have delayed the class-

room observations significantly, if not altogether making it impossible to carry out. Further-

more, after carefully considering that the researcher would not be interacting with any of the 

students during the classroom observation and that he would always be accompanied by the 

preprimary teachers during the classroom observations, it was proposed that the researcher 

instead seek the collaboration and approval of the preprimary teachers who were responsible 

for the welfare and well-being of the students at the school. This is in line with the AERA 

(2011, p. 151) provision for waiver of parental or guardian consent when (i) the research 

involves no more than minimal risk for the research participants (the researcher would not 

be interacting with the students), and (ii) the research could not practicably be carried out 

were consent to be required (the challenge of individually explaining the research study to 

about 160 parents and getting their informed consent to observe their child’s classrooms).  

Responsibilities to sponsors of research  

While there was no funding or monetary exchange involved, the researcher has certain re-

sponsibilities to the University of Oulu as well as to the supervisor of the research study 

provided by the university, the first of which was to keep the supervisor and the university 

informed about the intended research topic and research question as well as about the pro-

gress of the research throughout the course of the study. Secondly, the researcher was also 

responsible for employing appropriate methods that fit the purpose of this research study, 

and for ensuring that the data collection and analysis techniques, as well as the inferences 

drawn from the findings, are reliable, valid and generalizable (BERA, 2011, p. 9).  



110 

 

 

Responsibilities to the community of educational researchers 

The researcher read and understood the ethical guidelines for educational research (AERA 

and BERA) before starting this research study. He has endeavored to conduct this research 

study to the highest standards set in these guidelines, thereby upholding the integrity and 

high standards of the research community, particularly that of the community of educational 

researchers, including academics, professionals, teachers, and students (BERA, 2011, p. 9). 

Responsibilities to educational professionals, policymakers and the general public 

The researcher has consented to make public the results of this research study through the 

University of Oulu, Finland. Furthermore, the researcher has endeavored to communicate 

the findings of this study in a clear, straightforward manner and in language that is deemed 

appropriate to the intended audience (BERA, 2011, p. 10).  

7.2 Conflict of interest 

The researcher promptly disclosed the intention of carrying of this research study to his 

manager at FSG, India and also informed him that the study was being carried out in a school 

that had no relation to either PIPE or to any of PIPE’s eight partner education companies. 

The researcher further clarified to his manager that the study would be carried out in the 

researcher’s personal time and in no way would PIPE or FSG be involved in the research. 

The researcher chose not to carry out the case study at one of the PIPE pilot low-fee private 

schools with good quality ECE environment in the preprimary grades: firstly, to avoid any 

influence of PIPE in the formulation of the research questions or the design of the research 

study; and secondly, to avoid the ‘Hawthorne effect’ (Levitt & List, 2011) as the PIPE pilot 

schools were already subject to multiple rounds of research, including qualitative interviews, 

and hence the intended informants could be biased in their responses and attempt to provide 

responses in line with the earlier rounds of interviews which focused on the changes brought 

about in these schools by the PIPE partner education companies. The researcher also chose 

not to conduct the research study in a low-fee private school using one of the PIPE partner 

education company’s ECE interventions as that could have called to question the objectivity 

of the findings on one hand, while jeopardizing PIPE’s relationship with that particular ed-

ucation company on the other hand, depending on the findings of the research study.   
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8 Conclusion 

The research propositions postulated at the start of the study coincided with the findings of 

the study, thus lending strength to its internal validity. Moreover, since the design of the case 

study was based on established conceptual frameworks (Rowan et al., 1996; Hallinger, 

2010), the findings of the study also lend validity to these frameworks in the context of low-

fee private schools in urban India. However, the factors (motivated and capable teachers, 

and leadership for learning) that emerged as key drivers of good quality ECE in the case 

study school could have local relevance and therefore they may not be related to the process 

or structural based features that are thought to be universal (Yoshikawa & Nieto, 2013). 

Hence, it is recommended that a similar type of focused case study may be replicated in 

diverse contexts to identify the local factors that may be contributing to the good quality 

ECE in low-free private schools in other developing countries or even in other parts of India 

for that matter as India is a vast country with a very rich socio-cultural diversity. 
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Appendix 1 

 

 

Figure 1. Heckman Curve: returns to a dollar invested on interventions at various ages 
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Appendix 2 

 

Figure 2. Types of ECE services available in India 
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Appendix 3 

 

Figure 3. Indian education system from primary to university (higher) education29 

                                                

 

29 Source: http://www.indiaeducation.net/indiaedudestination/structure/structure-of-education.aspx 
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Appendix 4 

 

Figure 4. Classification of schools in India 
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Appendix 5 

 

Figure 5. Rowan’s teacher effectiveness model 
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Appendix 6 

 

Figure 6. Hallinger’s leadership for learning model (Hallinger, 2011) 
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Appendix 12 

Interview Protocol for Teacher Interviews 

1. I would like to start by getting to know you better. Could you tell me in brief about 

you schooling and educational background? 

2. Moving on to your professional career. When did you start working as a teacher? 

(Did you work anywhere else before joining this school and if so in what capacity?) 

3. How/ why did you decide to become a teacher/ preprimary teacher? (Or what influ-

enced your decision to become a teacher? And why a preprimary teacher in particu-

lar?) 

Continuing about classes: 

1. When you joined the school how did you know what you were supposed to do in 

the class?  

2. So when a new teacher joins the school what kind of training or orientation does 

she go through to understand what she is supposed to do in the class? 

3. How do you decide what to teach and when to teach? Is it the same for the other di-

vision? 

4. How do you plan and prepare for your classes? When do you plan for your classes? 

5. If you have any doubts regarding the curriculum or lesson plan, how do you clarify 

your doubts? 

6. Could you describe the various ways you work together with other teachers at your 

school? 

7. Could you describe the various ways the school supports you in your work? 

8. Could you tell me about the various trainings you have attended at the school and 

how were these trainings helpful to you? 

9. Could you describe the various ways the school leadership supports you in your 

work? 

10. How has the assistant school leader impacted/ supported your work? 

11. Do you have regular staff/ team meetings and what happens in these meetings? Cir-

cle time. 

12. Could you describe the interactions between management and staff at your school? 

13. You have been at the school for long. What has kept you from leaving the school? 

14. What are the best and the worst things about this job/ working in this school? 

15. Can you describe how you feel appreciate at your school, from whom and in what 

ways? 

16. Could you describe what actions or steps you have taken to learn and develop as a 

teacher? 

I would like to understand your views, as a preprimary teacher, on how children between 

ages 3 and 6 years, i.e., the preschool children that you teach in your preprimary grades 
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develop and learn. I would like to reiterate that there is no right or wrong answer. I just 

want to understand your views.   

1. What do you expect your students to learn at the end of this academic year? 

2. Could you describe the goals you have set for yourself or your class for this aca-

demic year? (IDELA) How were these goals set?  

3. There are slow learners in every grade. What outcomes do you expect for these 

slow learners? 

4. What can you as a teacher do to help these children who are slow learners? 

5. What expectations do parents have for their children from you or from the school? 

HW? 

6. How engaged are the parents in their children’s education? How often do they en-

gage with you or the school and how?  

7. According to you, what is education? (Or what is the purpose of education?) 

8. According to you, what is the role of school in the education of children? 

9. What role does a teacher play in the development of a child? 

10. Who else play a role in the development of a child? 

11. According to you, what are the different areas or ways in which development hap-

pens in children the early years? (Can you give me some examples of such devel-

opment?) 

12. What areas of learning or development should the curriculum for preprimary grades 

focus on and why? Or what should we teach children in preprimary grades? (Break 

it down into Sr. KG and Jr. KG) And why do you think that we should focus on 

these areas? 

13. According to you, how do little children learn during these early years? 

14. According to you, what is the best way to teach children in preprimary grades? 

(Prompt examples of concepts such as numbers or living and non-living things, 

etc.) 

15. According to you what is the vision of your school?  

Is there anything you would like to add or do you have any questions for me? 
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Appendix 13 

Interview Protocol for School Leader Interviews 

I understand that every school leader works within a certain context with unique opportuni-

ties and challenges.  Therefore, I would like to start this interview by first learning the history 

of your school.  

1. Could you describe the history of your school? (When was the school established, 

by whom, what was the purpose for establishing this school, why this particular lo-

cation, how has the school grown in subsequent years (key milestones), etc.) 

The parents who enroll their children in your school are your primary customers and there-

fore have a unique role to play, directly through the fee that they pay you and indirectly 

through the kind of education they expect from the school. Therefore, let’s now talk about 

your school’s parent body.  

2. Could you describe the parents’ profiles that send their children to your school? 

(Where do they live, what do they do (profession), how much do they earn on aver-

age, what are their beliefs about education (particularly preprimary years), how do 

they engage with the school, why do parents enroll their children in your school, 

etc.?) 

The next key stakeholder in a school would be the teachers and hence let’s move on to teach-

ers, with a particular reference to preprimary teachers.  

3. Could you describe the teachers’ profiles who work in your school (particularly the 

preprimary teachers)? (What are their qualifications, work experience, motivations 

for joining your school or for becoming a teacher, average salaries paid, attrition 

rate, beliefs about education, etc.?) 

4. How do you select teachers? What the different skills you look for in teachers? 

Another key element of a school is the curriculum that the school follows.  

5. What curriculum does your school follow (particularly for preprimary years)? 

(Why was this curriculum selected? What was the school using before this, etc.?) 

Since we are still understanding the context of your school, I would like to talk a bit about 

government regulations and laws which impact or affect the functioning of your school? 
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6. Are there any specific government regulations and norms which impact the func-

tioning of your school (particularly the preprimary years)? If yes, how? (e.g., RTE 

Act, government curriculum) 

Finally, in an attempt to understand the context of your school, I would like to know a bit 

about the organizational structure at your school.  

7. Could you describe the organizational structure of your school? (Who are in leader-

ship positions at the school, what is the hierarchy, roles and responsibilities of vari-

ous people, etc.?) 

Thank you for sharing so much about the context of your school. The information that you 

shared gives me a framework within which to study your school. Now, I would like to spend 

some time understanding who you are better. I would like to reiterate that there is no right 

or wrong answer. I just want to understand your beliefs and values as our beliefs and values 

ultimately direct our actions.  

Personal beliefs, values, knowledge and skills: 

8. According to you, what is ‘education’ and what role does a school play in the edu-

cation of children?  

9. According to you, which grades have the greatest impact on the life outcomes of 

children and why? 

10. Accordingly to you, what should the curriculum of preprimary grades focus on? Or 

what do you want children to know or understand at the end of senior KG? 

11. How do small children learn and what According to you, what is the most effective 

pedagogy or teaching and learning approach for the preprimary grades? 

1. According to you, what is the role of a teacher in a classroom (w.r.t. to preprimary 

grades)?  

2. What role do parents play in the education of children? (How do you support them 

in this role?) 

12. What is the role of a school leader at a school? (Prompt about role in students’ 

learning outcomes) 

13. According to you, what are the key skills required of a good school leader? 

14. According to you, how can a school leader motivate teachers and students? 

15. What sort of a culture do you promote/ value at your school w.r.t. to the staff and 

students? 

16. What are you doing to promote this culture? 

17. Could you describe your journey as a school leader? (What motivated you to take 

up this role; in what capacity did you work before taking on this role, what did you 

study, etc.?) 

18. Why do you believe that you are best suited for this role? 
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Thank you for sharing your beliefs and values with me. I would like to now move on the 

academic structures and processes at your school.   

Academic structures: 

3. How is the curriculum for the preprimary grades set in your school? 

4. What teaching and learning style or approach does your school follow for prepri-

mary grades? 

5. Teaching and learning practices are constantly evolving based on new research. 

What do you do to ensure that your teachers stay abreast with new practices? 

6. How do you help your teachers become better teachers? (How do you identify their 

development areas or needs? How do you monitor your teachers’ progress on these 

development areas?) 

7. Usually, a given curriculum consists of the core curriculum required to achieve the 

minimum learning outcomes as well as other extra and co-curricular portions. 

What do you do to ensure teachers are able to teach the core curriculum required to 

achieve the minimum learning outcomes in the time available during the academic 

year? 

8. What do you do to ensure every student is achieving the minimum learning out-

comes required for a student entering grade 1? 

9. How do you track students’ achievement on these minimum learning outcomes? 

10. What do you do to ensure that your teachers regularly track students’ progress on 

these minimum learning outcomes? 

11. What are you doing to ensure that slow learners also achieve these goals? 

12. How do you check whether these interventions are helping bridge the achievement 

gaps? 

Organizations, including schools, usually have a vision as well as short term and long term 

goals that they set for themselves. Does your school also have a vision and goals?  

Vision and goals: 

1. What is the school’s vision? (How was this vision set? How is the vision being 

shared with everyone?) 

2. What are you as a school leader doing to ensure this vision is fulfilled? 

3. What goals have you/ the school leadership set for the school? Could you describe 

your school’s goals for your preprimary grades? 

4. How were these goals set? Who decided these goals? 

5. Could you describe how you ensure that your preprimary teachers and staff under-

stand and are aligned on these goals? 

6. Could you describe what you are doing to support these goals? 
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13. Could you describe how you monitor the school’s overall performance on each of 

these goals?  

I would like to wrap this interview by asking you two key questions.  

14. What are some of the challenges that your school faces today? Are there any partic-

ular challenges pertaining to preprimary grades? How are you addressing these 

challenges? 

15. Considering that you are a low-fee private school, how is the school doing finan-

cially? 

Is there anything you would like to add or do you have any questions for me? 
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Table 3. Theme 4: Unorthodox recruitment criteria and teacher training model 


