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ABSTRACT

This paper provides a detailed guide for teaching out-of-school children basic 
linguistic, numeric and thinking skills in a contextually relevant manner. The 
guide has been put together for interested individuals living in Bangalore or 
other cities in Karnataka to provide basic education to out-of-school children 
living in their neighbourhood.  It is easy to identify communities which could 
benefit from this, as they often consist of  individuals working as manual labour 
who have migrated to Bangalore and other large towns from rural areas; and 
to offer nonformal classes for their children. This paper assumes a model that 
permits three two-hour classes per week.  At this rate, it would likely take 
about four months to cover the content outlined below as Module One, the 
basic framework of  which has been adapted from the curriculum used in the 
Azim Premji Foundation’s Migrant Labour Schools. 

“The result of  teaching small parts of  a large number of  subjects is the passive reception of  
disconnected ideas, not illumined with any spark of  vitality. Let the main ideas which are 
introduced into a child’s education be few and important, and let them be thrown into every 
combination possible.  The child should make them his own, and should understand their 
application here and now in the circumstances of  his actual life.  From the very beginning of  
his education, the child should experience the joy of  discovery.  The discovery which he has to 
make, is that general ideas give understanding of  that stream of  events which pours through 
his life, which is his life” (Whitehead 192�9: 2�).

1. Out-of-School Children in the Indian Context

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
(UNESCO) has produced a lot of  information about issues of  development 
around the world.  In the UNESCO Institute of  Statistics’ publication 
on out-of-school children, we learn a lot about the issue at hand.  Let us, 
however, first look at the term out-of-school child.  According to UNESCO, 
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“out-of-school children of  primary school age fall into two main groups with 
respect to their exposure to education. The first group consists of  children 
who are yet to start school. The second group comprises of  children who 
have dropped out before reaching the theoretical completion age for primary 
school” (UNESCO 2005: 26).  In my experience in Bangalore, both in slum 
areas and in migrant labour communities, it is common to find both kinds of  
out-of-school children.  As the world’s second most populous country, India 
has the highest absolute number of  out-of-school children.  “According to 
the MICS 2000 survey, almost 27 million school-age children in India do not 
attend school, or one out of  four. India alone accounts for 23% of  the global 
total” (ibid: 21). With statistics like these at hand, it is clear that an alarming 
number of  Indian children are not getting the education deemed their basic 
right by the United Nations Declaration of  the Rights of  the Child, and the 
Right to Free and Compulsory Education Act of  2005, India.

This discrepancy causes one to ask why, when accessibility to government 
schools in India is relatively high, are there so many children not going to 
school.  The UNESCO report mentions nine factors that have an influence on 
a child’s likelihood not to finish primary school: age, sex, place of  residence, 
household wealth, orphans, parental education, caste, family size, and child 
labour (UNESCO 2005: 51-52).  “In South Asia,” for example, “there are 129 
girls out of  school for every 100 boys” (ibid 36).  Also, poor children in India 
are 3.4 times more likely to be out of  school than richer children of  the same 
age and area (ibid 43).  Parental education can be seen as coming into play 
when we consider that “67% of  all primary school-age children have mothers 
without any formal education,” while, “93% of  out-of-school children have 
mothers without formal education” (ibid 51).  With such stark risk factors, 
first generation school-going children often need a little extra support to be 
able to enter and succeed in formal schools.  Nonformal classes are one way 
to provide that.

2. Background on the Context of  Migrant Labour Children

According to the Human Development Report of  Karnataka (2005), 
“Bangalore is supporting a large number of  Information Technology based 
industries, which generate high-end, skill-based employment. There has been 
a significant increase in marginal employment in Bangalore as well, mainly 
due to construction activities. There is a large influx of  migrant unskilled 
labourers to Bangalore” (Government of  Karnataka 2005: 90).  As an 
example, while the children at Epsilon Migrant Labour Schools, run by the 
Azim Premji Foundation, are largely from northern Karnataka, there are also 
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a significant number of  children from other states in the school. Due to the 
continuous flux in these communities, it is difficult to track the movement of  
children. As a teacher for the children of  these families, thus, there are several 
aspects of  their lifestyles that will help one understand and work with them 
better. 

First, it is important that you allow older children to bring their younger 
siblings with them to the classes. Older children, especially girl children, often 
take on the childcare responsibilities for their siblings. If  they are not able to 
bring their siblings, some children from the community will not be able to 
come.  During the class, you can let the small babies sit on their siblings’ laps, 
which is generally not a problem.  It may be helpful to develop other lesson 
plans for toddlers, as you will find their attention spans to be much shorter 
than their older siblings, making the discussions and some of  the activities 
difficult.  Some simple activities like building blocks and colouring pages can 
be helpful for constructively engaging children of  2-4 age group.

Next, you will have a better chance of  enrolling children for your class if  you 
select a location that is close to the construction site or labour-camp.  Parents 
will be more willing to allow their children to attend if  they can occasionally 
check on their children, especially during the first few meetings.  You will have 
to balance between allowing parents to stop by and see what you are doing 
and allowing them to linger or try to participate in the activities.  You might 
find it necessary to move the location of  the class a bit further away after 
getting the parents’ support.  It is best to find a well-shaded and relatively flat 
space for the class.

A final thing to keep in mind is that your class is likely to be multi-grade and 
multi-lingual.  Therefore, try to craft activities that are specific to the children 
in your group.  Since one will not know how long each child will be there, 
before moving to some other location or site, one should also keep in mind 
that taking a traditional approach to organising curriculum is not as useful 
as it is in a typical school.  It is best to arrange content based on the existing 
understandings and usefulness of  new ideas to the particular children in your 
class.  This will be further detailed in subsequent sections.

3. Goals and Objectives of  the Curriculum

The primary goal of  the following approach is to introduce children to 
education in a way that is inviting and accessible. The lesson plans given 
below assume that the children have had little or no formal schooling.  In 
order to keep the children’s interest and make the content relevant to them, 
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it is suggested that you use thematic lessons that integrate subjects with the 
hope of  meeting children where they are.  By dealing with themes that are 
related to the children’s everyday life, the curriculum aims to engage children’s 
natural curiosity to explore basic aspects of  formal education.  You may, at 
a later stage, also want to help your students enrol in the local government 
school if  you find that their parents are open to the idea and the student has 
gained enough basic knowledge and discipline such that you think she would 
be successful at school.  You can also mentor and tutor the student through 
that transition.

4. The Nonformal Education Approach

Your students will likely respond best to a class that is designed with careful 
but limited structure.  This fits into the nonformal education domain, which 
is generally somewhere between formal and informal education. Nonformal 
education generally focuses on the learners’ needs, uses the learners’ prior 
knowledge as a resource, respects all members of  the group and values them 
for their contributions, and stresses relevant activities and practical outcomes 
(Peace Corps 2004: 6-7).  The chart below depicts some of  these important 
differences in relation to formal and informal education.

Figure 1. Continuum of  Education

Source: Peace Corps (2�004).
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Taking the nonformal approach to the classes will allow you to connect better 
with the children.  As is generally known, children learn best when they are 
engaged in what they are doing and find it interesting - creating lessons that 
will speak to the children’s curiosity is thus vital to being able to hold their 
attention without using coercive methods.  A more interactive approach will 
also help the children ease into the idea of  going to school.

5. The Thematic Approach

Though the curriculum used in Epsilon uses a traditional approach to time 
management in the school, by breaking content into subject-based time 
slots; it would be helpful to take a more integrated, thematic approach to 
meet our particular objectives here.  The first reason for this is that these 
guidelines are intended for volunteers who may be interested in offering 
classes just a few times each week, instead of  all day and everyday as in a 
traditional school and at Epsilon.  The second reason is that children who are 
attending academic classes for the first time seem to be able to better grasp 
relevant and concrete themes rather than more abstract subject areas.  The 
Nation Council of  Education Research and Training (NCERT) also suggests 
a thematic approach in its Syllabus for Classes at the Elementary Level.  
Outlining some of  the benefits of  this model it says, “Most primary school 
curricula working on an integrated approach (therefore) do not proceed with 
lists of  ‘topics’ from different ‘subjects’ but instead propose ‘themes’ that allow 
for a connected and inter-related understanding to develop. This requires 
moving beyond traditional boundaries of  disciplines and looking at priorities 
in a shared way”

According to James A Beane (Etim 2005: 3-4), there are four parts to 
curriculum integration:

1. The curriculum is organised around problems and issues that are of   
 personal and social significance.

2. Learning experiences are related to the theme and are selected without  
 regard to subject boundaries.

3. Knowledge is developed and used to address the organising centre instead 
 of  to prepare for texts or to accumulate specific facts.

4. Emphasis is placed on projects and activities that lend themselves to the 
 real application of  knowledge.

This fits well into the model of  non-formal education as it attempts to address 
the children where they are, and engage them in the learning processes. The 
thematic approach allows one to wrap all of  the subject matter content into 
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one two hour period while making the class more fun and interesting for the 
children.

6. Module Learning Objectives

Below is Module One of  the Migrant Labour School Curriculum of  Azim 
Premji Foundation.  This content has been thoughtfully selected based on its 
utility and relatedness to the children in their natural state.

Table 1. Curriculum Module One 

Table 2�. Model Lesson Plan

Mathematics Kannada English Environmental  
   Science

1. Beginning reading 

2. Beginning writing 

3. Simple sentence 
construction 

4. Learning  
Gunitakshara 

1. Shapes

2. Numbers 
(bigger/ 
smaller, 
 greater/
lesser,   
before/after) 

3. Place value 

4. Addition

5. Subtraction

1. Names of   
persons, places, 
animals and  
things

2. This and that

3. Here and there

4. Colours

5. He, She, It,  
They, You, etc.

6. Action words

7. Position words 
(prepositions)

1. Me and my  
family 

2. My body 

3. Water in  
our daily lives

4. Plants around  
us

7. Model Lesson Plans

To bring further clarity to how the topics within mathematics, environmental 
science, Kannada and English can be transacted through thematic lessons, I 
have provided examples of  two lessons in Table 2. 

A Lesson from Week Four
1. Theme: Trees
2. Lesson Plan:
EVS:  
• Talk about trees—what grows on them, what animals live in them, how 

do they grow.
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Math:  
• Teach the concept of  less and more using the banana tree activity.  

Before the class, cut a chart paper in half  and draw a large banana 
tree on each.  Cut 20 bananas out of  yellow paper.  In the class, ask 
students to colour the trees.  Then put two banana cut-outs on one tree 
and three on the other.  Ask students which has more and which has 
less.  Line up two stones in one row and three stones in another to help 
students visualize the concept (the row with three stones will be longer).  
Continue changing the number of  bananas on the tree until you are 
confident that they have at least some understanding of  the concepts 
of  less, more and same.  Continue to practice this concept in weeks to 
come.

Kannada: 
• Teach Kannada letters ಮ and ರ.  Use slates to practice writing the 

letters.  
• Ask students one at a time to come forward and talk about their 

favourite kind of  tree.

English: 
• Teach vocabulary: leaves, tree, green, growing using an interactive 

song.  

Crafts and Activities: 
• Colour banana trees during math lesson
• Ask students to draw a picture of  their own favourite kind of  tree in 

their notebooks. You may need to show them how to draw a tree if  they 
are shy.

• Play ball and practice counting as you throw it around.

3. Preparation:
 - Prepare banana tree activity
 - Bring slates, notebooks, ball, and crayons

4. Resources:
Suggested Song for English Lesson: 

http://learnenglishkids.britishcouncil.org/en/songs/the-leaves-the-tree

To refresh yourself  on trees in India: See pippatrees.pdf  at  
www.arvindguptatoys.com  
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Table 3. Model Lesson Plan

A Lesson from Week Eleven
1. Theme: Fish
2. Lesson Plan:

EVS:  
• Ask students what they know about fish and if  they have seen them. 

What colours, habitat, diet, and so on do they have?
• Talk with students about the importance of  water and how many kinds 

of  life it supports.  You may also choose to talk about people who earn 
their livelihoods from fishing in India.

Math: 
• Fish in the pond activity
 Preparation: Cut out small fish and write a number between zero and 

10 on each.  Cut out a blue blob of  paper to represent a pond.  On the 
pond, write two plus signs and an equals sign on the pond leaving space 
for a fish between each.  Cut out eleven cards to use as the sums and 
write number zero through 20 on them.  

 To play: One at a time, ask each student to draw a card and place it 
in the sum place.  Then, ask the student to find three fish to place in 
the blank spaces that will add up to the number shown on the card.  
Continue until each student has participated.  Be sure to read out each 
sentence before moving on to the next student (example: ‘4 plus 3 plus 
5 equals 12’).  You may choose to ask students to write these on their 
slates or notebooks.

• During the scale craft at the end of  the lesson, review colours with 
students.

 Kannada: 
• Read the story “Rainbow Fish” in Kannada (read and translate ahead 

of  time).
• Ask students one at a time to write words on a slate in front of  the class 

which is related to the story, focusing on word and letter formation.  Ask 
the student to explain their choice.

English:
• Teach the “Once I Caught a Fish Alive” song with action flashcards.
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Crafts and Activities: 
• Colouring sheets for “Rainbow Fish” story (may be best to show these 

images while telling the story then let the children colour them directly 
after the story).

• Scales on the fish activity

3. Preparation:
 - Do a little research on life in the water or fisher (wo)men in India
 - Print out colouring sheets
 - Translate “The Rainbow Fish” story
 - Cut out fish, pond and cards for fish in the pond activity
 - Print out “Once I Caught a Fish Alive” song and action flashcards
 - Cut out fish shape and multi-coloured circles for the scales for scale 

  craft
 -Bring glue sticks, crayons and slates

4. Resources:
Colouring Sheets: http://www.coloring-book.info
Scale Craft: See fish craft activity at http://teacherweena.blogspot.in
The Rainbow Fish: http://www.fcrr.org
Once I Caught a Fish Alive: www.teachchildrenesl.com 
Water life reference: http://animal.discovery.com

8. Suggested Timetable

The diversity of  the starting levels, and the pace of  learning among the children 
of  migrant labourers, make it difficult to outline a timetable.  Nonetheless, 
below are some suggestions of  ways to break down the subject content into 
themes. This is just to provide an introductory framework to work with.  I am 
assuming here that there will be about three classes per week and that each 
theme can carry on for three classes.
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Table 4. Lesson Schedule

Week One

Theme: Butterflies 
and Caterpillars

Maths: Shapes

EVS: Me and 
my surroundings

Kannada: My 
name

English: My 
name is..., good 
morning, good 
night

Week Five

Theme: Birds

Maths: Counting 
0-10

EVS: Creatures 
that rely on trees

Kannada: Teach 
ಪ and ಕ್ಷಿ, 
continue asking 
children to 
present ideas in 
clear sentences. 

English: Review 
action words

Week Two

Theme: Family

Maths: Before/ 
after, Review 
shapes, Teach 
colours through 
crafts

EVS: My family

Kannada: 
Continue 
working on 
names, include 
parents’ names, 
work on word/ 
letter recognition

English: brother, 
sister, mom, dad

Week Six

Theme: Bees and 
Flowers

Maths: Written 
numbers 0-10

EVS: Plants, 
flowers, bees

Kannada: Teach 
letters ಹೂ, ವು, 
ಜೇ, ನ, Talk 
about pronouns 
(ನಾನು, etc). 

English: Teach 
‘this’ and ‘that’

Week Three

Theme: Houses and 
Animal Habitats

Maths: Bigger/ 
Smaller, 
Introduction to 
counting, Review 
colours

EVS: My family, 
my house and  
my village; 
animals habitats

Kannada: Name 
of  villages, talk 
about letter 
formation

English: I am 
from..., Open 
and close..the 
window/ door

Week Seven

Theme: Fruits, 
Vegetables and 
Dried Fruits

Maths: Counting 
0-20, Shapes

EVS: How 
fruits/ vegetables 
grow? Healthy 
eating.

Week Eight

Theme:Elephants

Maths: Written 
numbers 0-20

EVS: Elephants 
and face

Kannada: Teach 
ಆ, ನೆ, ಕಿ, ವಿ, 
ಮೂ, ಕ, ಣ್ಣು, 
ಗ, ಳು, ಬಾ, ಯಿ. 
Talk about 
possessive words 
(ಗಣಿ, ಅವನ, 
ಅವಳನ್ನು, etc.)

Week Four

Theme: Trees

Maths: Less/ 
More, Concept 
to numbers

EVS: Trees

Kannada: Teach 
ಮ and ರ, start 
working on 
presentation 
of  complete 
sentences.

English:  Teach 
plant vocabulary, 
teach action 
words: jump, 
dance, sing, 
write, read, etc.
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Week Nine

Theme: Cats—Big 
and Small

Maths: Place 
value

EVS: Cats, 
tigers, lions

Kannada:  
Review letters 
with focus 
on writing. 
Talk about 
action words 
(ನೆಗೆತ, ಔಟ್, 
ಹಾಡುಹೇಳು, etc.).

English: Review 
colours, review 
action words

Week Ten

Theme: Human 
Body

Maths: Place 
value

EVS: Body parts, 
keeping healthy

Kannada: Use 
sentences to talk 
about the body. 
Teach ತಲೆ, 
ಲೆಗ್, ತೋಳಿನ, 
and ಹೊಟ್ಟೆಯ 
to add to face 
vocabulary. 

English: Teach 
parts of  the 
body  (eyes, ears, 
nose mouth, 
legs, head, etc.), 
review ‘this’ and 
‘that’

Week Eleven

Theme: Bodies of  
Water and Boats

Maths: 
Introduction to 
addition

EVS: Bodies of  
water, boats

Kannada: Talk 
about sentence 
formation, 
review week

English:  Teach 
position 
words (up, 
down, above, 
below, etc.), 
Review fruit 
and vegetable 
vocabulary

Week Twelve

Theme: Fish

Maths: Simple 
addition

EVS: Fish, sea 
life and fishing

Kannada: Start 
writing sentences

English: Review 
body vocabulary, 
review position 
words

Week Seven

Kannada: 
Teach ತರಕಾರಿ, 
connecting ಕಾ 
to week five and 
ರ and ರಿ to week 
four. Teach ಹ 
and ಣ್ಣು and 
ಒಣಗಿದ. 

English: 
Teach fruit 
and vegetable 
vocabulary

Week Eight 

English:  Review 
‘this’ and ‘that’, 
teach colours
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9. Conclusion

I worked with a group of  out-of-school children near my apartment on a 
weekly basis, for about six months.  The enthusiasm that has grown for the 
class has been significant.  At first, children were sceptical and fewer than five 
children were willing to come to our class.  Others simply peeped around 
doors to see what we were doing.  Now, we have over 20 children in regular 
attendance.  They absolutely love to do craft projects of  any kind, so we try to 
centre many of  the activities on art.  While the parents of  the children in my 
class are not yet willing to send them to school even with my offer to help them 
with the arrangements, I am confident that the interest in learning the class 
has sparked in the children is important.  As you start your classes, remember 
to keep things simple and listen carefully to the needs of  the children and 
the community.  The more everyone becomes familiar with you, the better 
chance you will have in getting them to be responsible for any school supplies 
you give them, for getting their attention and respect during the class and for 
taking them further away from their settlement.  Both in terms of  academics 
and behaviour, you should expect to see small changes after just a few weeks.  
When children get into the right patterns with respect to the class, they will 
likely be learning more - even if  they play around sometimes.  You will have to 
be patient in order to create a warm, interesting and supportive community.  

Week Thirteen

Theme: Rain and 
Weather

Maths: Addition, 
Review shapes

EVS: Monsoon, 
rain, drought

Kannada: 
Continue with 
sentences

English: Teach 
here and there, 
teach weather 
vocab (sun, rain, 
wind, etc.)

Week Fourteen

Theme: Water and 
Us

Maths: 
Introduction to 
subtraction

EVS: Uses of  
water

Kannada: Teach 
Gunitakshara

English: Review 
here and 
there, review 
vocabulary that 
is difficult

Week Fifteen

Theme: Frogs, 
Turtles and Snakes

Maths: Simple 
subtraction

EVS: Frogs, 
Turtles, Snakes

Kannada: Teach 
Gunitakshara

English: Teach 
English numbers 
0-10, teach ‘is’ 
and ‘are’

Week Sixteen

Theme: Our World

Maths: Addition 
and subtraction

EVS: Maps and 
introduction to 
geography

Kannada: Teach 
Gunitakshara

English: Practice 
making sentences
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As everyone becomes increasingly comfortable with one another, you will 
begin to see the children shine.


