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Abstract  
Educational reform is a complex process that requires a change in the mindsets of people               
undergoing change. As a result, these changes are often not very visible or explicit - as they                 
include change in practices of individuals, institutions and the system as a whole. Unless              
existing practices of these various stakeholders change, we cannot expect educational           
outcomes to change. This study aims to capture stories of change from the schools we work                
with.  This is done by using the Most Significant Change technique, a participatory             
monitoring and evaluation tool involving various stakeholders in recording and analysing           
data to help capture changes in the schools. These schools are Affordable Private Schools              
who have been a part of Mantra4Change’s School Transformation and Empowerment Project            
(STEP). This study aims to capture changes in practices, as sustainability of these practices is               
critical for continued improvement over a period of time. It also explores patterns and trends               
that are emerging from these change stories and what we can learn from these patterns. 
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Introduction 
The Difficulty of School Reform: 

Research tells us that school reforms are often difficult because the various components of              
schools are not addressed as a whole, and neither are the interrelationships of complex              
systems involved taken into account (Hargreaves 1994). As Windschitl (2002) pointed out,            
educational reform must go beyond the level of individual identity. It must work towards              
transformation of the organisational learning culture — of practices, behaviours, attitudes,           
various decision making practices, relationships and values that construct a particular           
learning context. Sustainable educational changes must focus on developing people and the            
organisational culture in which they work or perform.  

Research has further shown that, apart from resources, is it the inability to build              
organisational structure that is at the root of the chronic sustainability challenge. Knight and              
Erlandson (2003) provide a framework for examining four variables (commitment,          
congruence, coherence, and continuity) that comprise educational reform. Similarly,         
Goodman and Steckler (1989) describe sustainability structures along two dimensions: the           
breadth of the reform’s integration and the depth of the initiative. The idea underlying these               
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frameworks is that schools must be able to build capacities that help recreate school cultures,               
which can then stimulate continuous school improvement in a broader context.  

Implementing Sustainability Reforms: 

Seymour Sarason (1990) argues that the chronic failure for school reforms is not because of               
the idea but rather its implementation. In effect, this means that when we think of significant                
changes in a school, we need to include stakeholders within and outside the school. We also                
need to recognize that the power relations inside and outside the school must shift if change                
has to be institutionalized. These stakeholders, along with parents and the community, need             
to be a part of the change process and must share the power and responsibility in decision                 
making.  

Most importantly, for change to occur, there need to be opportunities for teachers to discuss,               
model, practice, coach and support one another to implement these changes in their             
classrooms. It is important to discuss the change with the people undergoing the process —               
without their understanding of the implications of the change, the entire effort could end up               
ineffective. There is a need for extensive planning with the individuals involved in the change               
process that can help sustain the process — and this process requires the entire school               
community to continuously investigate and grow together.  

Our Response: School Transformation and Empowerment Project: 

The School Transformation and Empowerment Project (STEP) aims to do just that: catalyse             
educational communities to grow together. The program’s core belief is that the improvement             
process at each school is different and any program that attempts to bring about a particular                
change must necessarily cater to the needs of the particular school. We acknowledge the              
importance of student outcomes, but we recognize that improvement in student outcomes can             
only come about if the school is engaged in a journey of improvement and has built a culture                  
of learning. 
 
STEP also recognizes that various components of the school improvement process are            
interrelated and influence each other. Changes in one part of the system will cause changes in                
other parts as well — it thus becomes important to have a systemic approach to school                
improvement. Although STEP mainly focuses on aspects of school leadership,          
teaching-learning, and systems, we also recognize the need for certain ‘enablers’ -            
community engagement, infrastructure, and partnerships with organizations. Recognition of         
all these elements ensures holistic improvement of the school. 
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Further, STEP is based on the premise that every school is unique. Hence, its improvement               
journey will be unique as well. In accordance, we begin our engagement in schools with a                
Needs Assessment Phase that helps us understand the school better, and design            
contextualized, personalized interventions. 
 
In order to build our framework, we drew on rich bodies of knowledge around school               
improvement and school evaluation, and integrated those bodies of knowledge into strong            
practitioner experiences. As a result, our program draws on some research-driven frameworks            
like National School Improvement Tool by the government of New South Wales, Australia;             
the four categories of core leadership practices by Leithwood et al; the Shaala Siddhi School               
Standards and Evaluation Framework by National University of Educational Planning and           
Administration, Delhi. 
 
In this case study, we analyse stories of change brought about by STEP in four low-fee                
Bengaluru private schools — from the stakeholder’s own perspectives. The objectives of the             
study were to understand what teachers and school leaders perceive as having changed in              
their schools, and which of those changes they consider valuable or significant. We wanted              
these stories to inform future iterations of STEP and help build a culture where school reform                
is dependent on more than just student outcomes.  

The Schools 
The four schools showcased in this study are low-free private schools located in Bengaluru,              
and were in various stages of STEP when interviewed. All schools had, however, finished at               
least a year of the program. Despite similarities in price or quality of education, the schools                
come from a large variety of contexts and histories. Rural School Society (RSS), for example,               
was established in 1963 as a Kannada medium high school aiming to benefit the children               
from surrounding villages. Today, it has transformed into an education complex with            
approximately 5000 students from kindergarten to college, including a rural higher primary            
school and high school, both of which STEP worked with. These schools were the only ones                
among those surveyed with a rural history.  
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The youngest school among those surveyed also belongs to a group of organizations, but              
comes from a completely different background. Founded in 2011, Vidyalaya is part of a              
larger group of educational institutions. The school was originally located in Timmasandra            
but has been moved to the current premises in Gattahalli and has been in operation here since                 
2013, owing to better conditions and playground facilities for the students. The school has              
witnessed a significant increase in enrolment with only 150 students in 2013 to about 500               
students at present. 

GHS School, our third school, began with just 20 students in present-day Tannery Road,              
which was a ‘red-light’ area post-independence. At the time, GHS was completely out of city               
limits and one of the only schools established in its locality. Today, under a dynamic               
leadership team, the school has almost 1500 students and 50 teaching staff. The fourth school               
surveyed, Nath school, is also helmed by a passionate leadership team: started in 1999 by a                
husband-wife duo, the school is located in the Hosa Road locality of Bengaluru. The              
secretary of the school hails from Begur and received his education in a government school,               
an experience that was a major driving force for him to establish a quality school for children.                 
He started off the school in a rented space with only 6 functional rooms. Today, the school                 
has expanded and caters to about 650 students in total. 

Despite the vast differences in the context of the schools, the needs assessments conducted              
across the schools revealed similar student outcomes. Students’ performances on ASER           
English and Maths Assessments across all four schools were lower than the standard for their               
respective age groups. A telling example is this graph depicting the performance of students              
from Vidyalaya on their English Assessments: 

 

With no students in Grade 1 being able to read a word, and story-reading capabilities only                
showing in Grade 8, student outcomes in Vidyalaya were dire. The situation was not much               
different with the other schools. 

More importantly, the needs assessment also threw light on classroom management and            
teaching-learning practices across the four schools. Teachers in all four schools struggled            
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with effective usage of time and resources to make their lessons more engaging and              
interesting. In fact, in RSS, no teacher was seen using any interesting teaching-learning             
materials in the classrooms during 100% of observed instances. Classrooms also lacked            
active learning — students were frequently observed sitting idle or completing some work             
during times that could have been used to engage students in other learning activities. All               
four schools also struggled with managing misbehavior and distractions within the classroom,            
often resorting to corporal punishment to discipline students. 

Even with motivated leadership teams committed to change, the schools were still operating             
in a system that overburdened teachers and prioritized rote learning. The scope of changing              
the culture of these schools was huge —  and daunting.  

Methodology 
We took a qualitative approach to the study not just to capture the stakeholders’ perspectives               
of the impacts of the program, but also to identify and understand specifically which aspects               
of these impacts mattered to them. We adapted the MSC (Most Significant Change) data              
collection method and analysed the data using thematic coding.  

MSC is a participatory monitoring and evaluation technique. The typical MSC process            
involves the collection of significant change stories emanating from the field level, and the              
systematic selection of the most significant of these stories by panels of designated             
stakeholders or staff (Davies and Dart, 2005). For the purposes of this study, however, we               
used the MSC technique simply to collect data. It was our intention to draw out trends and                 
patterns as opposed to evaluating the performance of STEP; therefore we decided to conduct              
a coding analysis on the data we collected. This process would not only give us an                
understanding of the larger patterns in the responses but also a way forward with future               
iterations of STEP. 

The questions were based on particular domains that we wanted to explore changes in. These               
were drawn from the needs assessments as well as the goals of STEP. More importantly, they                
were selected because of their potential to generate a large variety of answers ranging across               
the different aspects of a teacher’s experience. We decided to situate our questions in three               
general domains: school, teaching-learning practices, and self. For each domain, the central            
question was open, subjective, and typically phrased thus: “Over the last few months, what              
do you think was the most significant change in [domain] in this school?” 

The central question, comprised of six parts, addresses specific aspects of the teacher’s             
experience. “Over the last few months” narrows down the timeline for the respondent; “what              
do you think” asks the respondent to express their own opinion; “the most significant” asks               
the respondent to be selective; “change” further narrows down the respondent’s selectivity;            
“in [domain]” asks the respondent to consider only a specific aspect; and “in this school”               
establishes boundaries. Altogether, the question roots the interview within a specific context            
and encourages the respondent to be specific and selective in their answers.  

The interviews were conducted with teachers from four out of the six schools we worked               
with at the time. Their names, as well as those of their schools, have been changed for                 
confidentiality. 
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Research and Findings 
In the School: 

For most teachers, the biggest and most significant change in the school since working with               
Mantra was the huge improvement in classroom management. Teaching-learning material,          
revision strategies, and classroom management tips were among the specifics mentioned —            
among these, attention grabbers were particularly helpful to many teachers. One big response             
was that teachers had gained confidence and the boldness to try new things in their               
classrooms.  

One teacher said, “In teachers, first is that they came to know themselves. What is their                
capacity. When somebody [from outside] comes, we come to know our status and areas of               
progress. Second, teachers are more confident. 2014, 2015, 2016, no teachers wanted to share              
anything. They didn’t have boldness. Now everybody wants to come and speak. They know              
how to come and talk. They got leadership qualities too. And also how to motivate children,                
how to have a good relation with other teachers.” 

Some teachers pointed to physical resource-building as a big change in the school, citing the               
new library as an example. Some also mentioned that there had been a lot of beneficial                
opportunities for relation-building in the last two years, for both teachers and students. They              
specifically mentioned events such as visits from LRTT fellows, trips to Infosys and Wipro,              
and chances for students to attend IGYS and other conferences. LRTT (Limited Resource             
Teacher Training) is an organization that aids in training and coaching teachers in             
limited-resource contexts, an experience that the teachers were generally appreciative of.           
IGYS, the International Geography School Summit, is an annual event where selected            
students present their month-long action research projects in geography. Teachers appreciated           
that fact that the school was able to connect with the world outside and give its students more                  
exposure.  

The overarching theme reflected in all the responses was that the school was beginning to               
know itself in a genuine way — whether with lesson plans, infrastructure or teaching              
practices — and become more comfortable with external exposure. 

In Self: 

Once again, classroom management dominated the answers when it came to the question of              
the self, but in more specific ways — teachers pointed to a number of practices that they had                  
theoretically always known about but which they have only now begun practicing.  

“I knew about lesson plans but not accurately. Very little knowledge about how to prepare               
myself for class. Now I write lesson plans. My classroom management has also improved,”              
said a teacher from RSS. 

“I talk much better English, I have got more confidence and daring to talk in English.                
Becoming a coordinator has been a highlight,” added another teacher.  

Confidence and boldness were the two biggest changes that teachers saw in themselves.             
Several mentioned a better attitude towards other teachers and students. Many teachers feel             
that they have now become models of behavior. 
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One teacher said, “A lot of things have changed. Now there is a lot of participation of                 
students. Students speak more. I have also learnt to have more patience.” 

“I have developed good confidence. Many leadership qualities like before I used to hesitate in               
giving feedback, now I can confidently give feedback and in a positive manner to teachers,               
and also for particular things. I have learnt how to change negatives to positive ways of                
saying it,” another teacher said, reflecting on how the relationships around her had changed. 

A particularly interesting trend in this question was that teachers did not always distinguish              
themselves from their role as teachers. When asked about themselves, almost none of the              
teachers reflected on anything but their role as teachers. It was an intriguing insight in terms                
of creating an all-round development program for teachers, helping us understand stakeholder            
perspectives around our Teacher Professional Development programs.  

In Teaching-Learning Practices:  

Teachers honed in on the specifics of what had helped them improve their classroom              
management, citing tone and pace of speaking, feedback processes, observation, thematic           
teaching, activity-based teaching, time management, and teaching-learning materials. An         
overwhelming answer was that many teachers knew about these techniques and strategies            
already, but had previously found themselves unable or unwilling to properly execute them in              
the classroom. The various tools seem to have given them some clarity into the teaching               
process and the questions surrounding it. 

“The why - I have understood the importance of telling the why about about doing               
something. ... I also got the importance of spending time with teachers,” said one teacher. 

Apart from personal confidence and the willingness to try new things in the classroom,              
teachers thus also gained a renewed understanding of the importance of those attributes. 

One aspect of teaching-learning practices that did not seem to feature in the teachers’              
testimonials was the range of topics covered in STEP. These included various            
subject-specific trainings in techniques and teaching strategies — but what came through in             
the teachers’ responses was an appreciation for those techniques as applied in a classroom,              
rather than strategies in teaching specific subjects or even the variety of topics covered. This               
trend shows us that perhaps what teachers value is navigating and managing the classroom              
and the students to ensure smoother lessons and more potential for activities and             
experimentation.  

Sustainability Challenges: 

Apart from discussing teaching techniques and classroom management, many teachers also           
mentioned Mantra’s presence in their school as something that had changed. One teacher was              
of the opinion that there had been no change in the school since Mantra’s intervention. A few                 
other teachers mentioned that Mantra’s presence had been less pronounced in the second             
year. Questions were also raised about assimilating new teachers who were joining the school              
midway through STEP and finding themselves adrift in the program. 

“Academic teaching skills improved a lot in the first year. This year, I don’t know what                
happened,” said one teacher. 

7 



 

Another added, “In the second year, the Mantra effect was not there. We didn’t have LCs                
[learning circles] this time. No continuity this time. Not sure if teachers are using the group                
charts because there is no follow-up. No one is going through lesson plans. Mantra should               
assign someone to check.” 

This comment was a sentiment commonly reflected by many teachers. It seemed to be a               
direct reaction to one of STEP’s tenets, which is that the second year of the program would                 
involve a more hands-off approach so as to encourage school staff to take more initiative and                
govern themselves. Teachers across the four schools displayed discomfort with the notion of             
taking ownership of the improvement processes, often citing the need for “observation”.  

In effect, this means that in their second year of STEP, schools were still in the process of                  
taking ownership of the change happening around them. It also means, however, that teachers              
and school leaders were acknowledging that there was a gap in their relationship to the               
changes happening around them. Schools were moving towards first recognizing, and then            
taking charge of, changes in their respective school’s culture. 

Conclusions and Aftermath 
Our question domains were based on goals we had established as part of STEP; the insights                
generated from this study pointed us toward new goals. From our interviews, we realised              
there was a knowledge gap between teachers and school leaders in terms of the changes               
taking place in the school. This prompted Mantra to alter STEP processes in such a way that                 
school leadership was regularly informed of new programs, initiatives and activities           
happening in the school as part of STEP.  

Another issue that was raised during the interview was that of new teachers and helping them                
fit into and understand STEP. In the activities and lessons planned after the interview, STEP               
began to incorporate new teachers into its programs. In this way, STEP could be a fluid and                 
flexible program, rather than a rigid two-year structure that felt inaccessible to new members. 

Finally, the data generated from our MSC interviews also encouraged us to expand our goals               
from STEP. One of the biggest trends to emerge from this study was that teacher confidence                
had increased — this was, at the time, a side effect, STEP did not officially work towards                  
teachers’ confidence and had not designed any programs with that specific goal in mind.              
After the study, STEP officially made teacher morale a goal of the program. Activities              
targeting communication and confidence were introduced into Learning Circles. What the           
teachers had observed, appreciated, and deemed important was made an official part of             
STEP.  

This study revealed a lot in terms of how our perspectives could be different from those of                 
the stakeholders. It gave us an idea of the true extent of the sustainability challenge and a                 
glimpse into the motivations and thoughts of the teachers in STEP. Most importantly, the              
study helped us understand what our teachers truly valued and wanted from both STEP and               
their respective schools. With the data from these interviews, STEP was able to modify itself               
into a program that responds to the direct needs of teachers even as it builds skills that better                  
student outcomes and school culture. 
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