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Dear Reader,

According to the World bank, investing in the education of girls can have 

some of the highest returns of all development investments. In this issue, we 

look at how the emerging sector of affordable private schools is reaching the 

poor and how impact investors can get in the game. We also analyze the 

current state of India’s school using the Right to Education indicators.

As always, we want to hear from you! If you have any comments, 

thoughts, or feedback, leave a comment on a specific post or get in touch.

 Sign up to receive the newsletter in your inbox.* 

Editorial Team

 

*UPDATED MARCH 9, 2011: It has come to the attention of the Beyond 

Profit editorial team the original text of this letter incorporated para-

graphs published in other sources without attribution. Beyond Profit 

regrets this breach of journalistic standards. Appropriate actions have 

been taken, and the text has been replaced. We would like to reassure 

our readership that our content writers will continue to maintain the 

utmost journalistic ethics.
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“This article gives a 
holistic view regarding 
the boom in social 
entrepreneurship 
space and especially 
regarding the 
enterprises involved 
with boP. It would 
definitely motivate the 
social entrepreneurs 
to analyze the need 
of demand estimation 
before venturing into 
new and unexplored 
areas.”
(Demand Estimation 
Should be a Social 
Enterprise’s First Step)  
Chandan Kumar via 
beyondprofit.com

“I've learned so much 
over the past four 
months from being a 
Beyond Profit reader, 
and it has truly been 
a huge inspiration 
for me in terms of 
understanding what 
I am passionate 
about and what I 
want to spend my 
time working on in my 
career. I'm particularly 
fascinated by the 
progress in India 
right now and am 
interested in learning 
about how I can get 
involved.”
Imran Oomer via 
email

“This sounds like a 
very good project. 
My concern would 
be that the capital is 
managed for long-
term productivity; 
otherwise it becomes 
the modern version 
of a village picking up 
all the firewood sticks 
and then finding that 
in 20 years it has a 
long way to go. In 
the modern version 
we find out that the 
capacity of natural 
capital is 20 years 
from productive.”
(Alternative Energy 
in India, February 
10 – February 23, 
2011) Tim gieseke via 
beyondprofit.com  

“In Focus on Africa, 

The Perfect Balancing Act with 
an imperfect Outcome: Malegam 
Committee Recommendations on 
Microfinance sector
Intellecap
This paper represents Intellecap’s effort 
to examine the Malegam Committee’s 
recommendations for the private-sector 
commercial microfinance industry. 
http://intellecap.com/assets/89/
Response_to_Malegam_Committee_
Reco_Intellecap_White_Paper-
February_2011.pdf

An unusual Merger
Stanford Social Innovation Review
A british charity focusing on health care 
and housing for the elderly blurs the line 
between charity and for-profit when they 
take over a for-profit care company.
http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/
an_unusual_merger/
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cover story

private education   
 for the poor
a sector of affordable private schools is emerging in the developing world. but 
how can investors take part?
by abby callard

e m p o w e r  t h r o u g h  e d u c a t i o n

a young mongolian girl learns to write.
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How to Invest
The big question now is how to 
harness the power of these small, 
fragmented schools in a sustain-
able, scalable way to make a dent 
in the education sphere. Part of 
that equation is whether or not 
investors will be interested in 
this market.

“We’re pretty humble about 
how many investable ideas are 
out there, what models can really 
be attractive in a commercial 
sense,” said Steve Hardgrave, Se-
nior Managing Director of Gray 
Ghost Ventures.

In 2008, Gray Ghost Ventures 
established the Indian School Fi-
nance Company (ISFC) to provide 
loans to the estimated 300,000 
private schools in low-income ar-

The affordable private school 
movement—made up of 

private schools where monthly 
student fees are less than US$12 
(`600)—is gaining momentum 
worldwide and providing low-
income families the ability to 
choose where to send their chil-
dren to school. 

“Our experience has been that 
the low-income families are very 
concerned about the education 
of their children,” said Debasish 
Mitter, the Portfolio Director of 
education in India for the Mi-
chael and Susan Dell Foundation. 
“These families are making the 
choice to send their kids to low-
cost private schools.” 

eas throughout India. This compa-
ny is doing what few investors can: 
investing in individual schools. To 
date, the ISFC has invested in 285 
schools in Hyderabad.

“We really are excited about 
that business from both a social 
impact and an investment point of 
view, mainly because as a finance 
feature, it’s fungible,” Hardgrave 
said. “It can apply to any school 
with any context that needs re-
sources for expansion or for adding 
their own solutions. That kind of 
fungible nature of finance opens up 
almost the whole market.” 

To date, most investments in 
the education space have been in 
service providers that are general-
ly aimed at the higher-end private 
schools or government schools. 

http://www.msdf.org/
http://www.msdf.org/
http://www.grayghostventures.com/
http://www.grayghostventures.com/
http://www.isfc.in/
http://www.isfc.in/


ing profits in the education space.
“There’s a huge opportunity 

here that no one has been brave 
enough to explore or creative 
enough to explore,” he said. “If 
there are a first few people that 
are blazing trails then I think 
there’s a lot of value in that 
because it’s not just the value of 
the service provided by the com-
pany in which has been invested, 
but there is a whole world being 
opened up to other imitators and 
adjacent models and other inves-
tors to come into. I think there’s 
incredible social value from early 
movers, and for every early mover 
that makes those wide margins, 
you’ll have your 10 that have lost 
their shirt trying to do it.”

In addition, because education 
is a game changer when it comes 
to poverty, Hardgrave estimates 
that the value created for stu-
dents will surpass any profits 
earned by investors.

“If you add up what money 
might be made from a company 
like this and then added up the 
additional income earned from all 
the children impacted by such an 
investment over the course of their 
lives, then [the profit] is going to 
be dwarfed,” Hardgrave said

ment decision, or any other deci-
sion, should be based on learning 
level data.” 

This reliance on hard data 
is at the core of the foundation’s 
investee TFI. Teachers track 
student progress not on a test-to-
test basis, but on an objective-to-
objective basis and measure which 
specific objectives students have 
mastered. This data then drives 
lesson planning.

Kimmelman, of Bridge Interna-
tional, also relies on learning level 
data. In randomized control tests, 
students at Bridge scored 60-100% 
higher on reading tests than their 
peers in similar schools.

To reduce the information gaps 
for all stakeholders, Gray Matters 
Capital, an offshoot of Gray Ghost 
Ventures, is pioneering a rating 
system for affordable public schools 
in Hyderabad.

“We are very excited about the 
notion of reducing the informa-
tion asymmetries regarding these 
schools both for parents, regula-
tors, investors and solution provid-
ers,” said Hardgrave.

Should Education be For-Profit?
While profiting off of education 
tends to be a touchy subject, a for-
profit model can increase quality 
as well as accountability.

But what about profits? Hard-
grave, a believer in the vibrancy of 
the market, is not afraid of earn-
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The Beautiful Tree
Private Schools for the Poor

a young boy studies at a school in chennai, india.

bp

e m p o w e r  t h r o u g h  e d u c a t i o n

“So far folks like Educomp and 
the bigger players who have been 
quite successful at the higher 
end and maybe even with some 
government contracts find it very 
difficult to work with this large 
number of fragmented and small-
er affordable private schools,” 
said Hardgrave.

How then can a service-
providing model work within the 
context of this fragmented system 
of schools?

One way is with teachers. The 
Michael and Susan Dell Founda-
tion invested in Teach for India 
(TFI), a program that recruits 
high-quality young professionals 
to serve as teachers in under-
resourced schools for two years. 
Fellows teach in government and 
low-cost private schools in Mumbai 
and Pune. 

The other investable model, 
Hardgrave said, is in school 
chains. One entrepreneur has 
discovered a potentially scalable 
model with his “school-in-a-box” 
approach. Jay Kimmelman, who 
founded Bridge International 
Academies, hopes to document and 
replicate his approach. In 2009, he 
received a US$1.8m (`81m) invest-
ment from Omidyar Network to do 
just that.

“Bridge is an extremely repli-
cable model,” said Amy Klement, 
Vice President of Omidyar Net-
work. “It’s offering high-quality 
and affordable education to the 
masses. As he builds the business, 
Jay is creating systematic process-
es in order to replicate the schools 
and scale massively.”

Currently, Bridge operates 
22 affordable private schools in 
Kenya, which Omidyar estimates 
to be the largest private primary 
school chain in Africa, and hopes 
to create 1,500 schools across the 
continent by 2015.

The Need for Robust Data
The consensus seems to be that 
the key factors in investing in 
education are accountability and 
robust data. In many systems, 
both are missing. 

“We think setting the aspira-
tion very high and benchmarking 
with robust data is an absolute 
must,” said Mitter. “The invest-

         
         “I think there’s 
incredible social value 
from early movers, and 
for every early mover 
that makes those wide 
margins, you’ll have 
your 10 that have lost 
their shirt trying to do 
it.”

http://beyondprofit.com/
http://www.educomp.com/
http://www.teachforindia.org/
http://www.omidyar.com/
http://www.graymatterscap.com/
http://www.graymatterscap.com/
http://www.amazon.com/Beautiful-Tree-Personal-Educating-Themselves/dp/1933995920
http://www.graymatterscap.com/files/Private%20Schools%20for%20the%20Poor-%20Development,%20Provision%20and%20Choice%20in%20India.pdf
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In India, one in three children cannot read fl uently. 
Suzanne Singh from Pratham Books talks about the 
vision to give every child in India a book.
By Nisha Kumar Kulkarni

How did Pratham Books 
start? 

SS: Pratham Books (PB) was set 
up in 2004 as part of the Read 
India movement. There are a 
number of NGOs working with 
children in India to improve 
basic literacy skills, but as more 
children become readers, there is 
need for good content. There were 
few publishing sources willing to 
supply affordable content and in 
multiple Indian languages. PB 
was established as a not-for-profi t 
public charitable trust to reach 
children whom the market ordi-
narily would not and, therefore, 
to democratize the joy of reading. 
In the last six years, we have 
published over 215 titles in up to 
11 languages and have spread the 
joy of reading to over 15 million 
children. 

How has PB changed the dy-
namics of the industry? 
SS: By proving that quality 
books can be produced at reason-
able prices, PB has created a 
paradigm shift in the children's 
publishing industry. Markets that 
were hitherto ignored are now 
looked at as a segment by main-
stream publishers and the prices 
of books have come down. We 
make our stories and illustrations 
available under an open license 
model and the larger community 

can then re-purpose our content 
to create something completely 
new. Our books have been adapt-
ed by our community into a range 
of new creations – from audio 
and Braille books for the print-
impaired, to iPad and iPhone 
applications, to translations in 
languages we do not publish.

What makes PB a low-cost 
model?
SS: We ensure that we publish 
the maximum number of lan-
guages and keep costs to the 
minimum. Most of our books are 
under `25 (~US$0.50). We also 
constantly innovate and push 
boundaries in order to bring costs 
down. Story cards are one such 
interesting PB innovation. This is 
a simple 4-page, 4-color product 
that encourages early readers to 
get hooked to reading. By bring-
ing down the cost to as little as `2 
per card, it increases the reach. 
To date, we have sold about 8 mil-
lion cards. 

What are PB’s goals for the next 
ten years?
SS: Our agenda is simple: “a book 
in every child's hand.” We aim 
to be in the maximum number of 
schools and libraries, and to be in 
the interiors of the country, and 
work extensively with the govern-
ment to achieve scale and maxi-
mum impact  

 By proving 
that quality books 
can be produced at 
reasonable prices, 
PB has created a 
paradigm shift in the 
children's publishing 
industry.

 B
th t

a book

Suzanne Singh (SS) is a 

Managing Trustee at Pratham 

Books (PB).

P
ho

to
 c

re
di

t: 
Fl

ic
kr

 u
se

r P
ra

th
am

 B
oo

ks

FOR MORE INFORMATION

for every child
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Pratham Books
Pratham Books Blog

bp

http://blog.prathambooks.org
http://prathambooks.org
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 no girls
We look at fi ve barriers to education for girls and the social enterprises working to 
remove them.
By Abby Callard

Although it’s not an easy-to-talk about 
subject anywhere in the world, females 
in the developing world miss up to 50 
days of work or school per year because 
they do not have access to sanitary 
pads. The alternatives—mud, bark, 
leaves—are a health hazard. Sustain-
able Health Enterprises, founded by 
Elizabeth Scharpf, will manufacture 
sanitary pads from banana-tree fi bers in 
Rwanda.

Like poverty, lack of education func-
tions in a cyclical manner. If a girl’s 
mother did not achieve a high level of 
education, the girl is less likely to stay in 
school. Sesame Workshop has created 
18 co-productions of Sesame Street 
worldwide. Some of these, like India’s 
Galli Galli Sim Sim, provide role models 
for school-age girls. The show features 
Chamki, a young girl who dresses in a 
government school uniform. 

In many societies, girls are seen as 
a burden rather than an opportunity. 
Young girls can be sold into forced labor 
or prostitution in exchange for money. In 
Thailand, the Development and Educa-
tion Program for Daughters & Com-
munity Center identifi es at-risk girls and 
provides them with education, full-time 
housing and life skills training to prove to 
society that girls can be more valuable 
with an education.

Even if a child attends a free 
government school, the cost 
of supplies can be enough 
to force a child to drop out. 
Camfed works with a network 
of 3,139 schools in Ghana, 
Tanzania, Zimbabwe, Zambia 
and Malawi. The organization 
provides its primary schools 
with a Safety Net Fund to 
purchase books, uniforms 
and other materials. The 
organization supports children 
through higher education.

Girls in the developing world 
often marry young. In the Am-
hara region of Ethiopia, nearly 
50% of girls are married before 
they turn 15. Berhane Hewan, 
a UN Population Fund (UN-
FPA) and Population Council 
project in collaboration with 
the Nike Foundation, works 
to keep girls in school and to 
delay marriage. The program 
provides sheep or two hens to 
girls who complete two years 
as an economic incentive.

P
ho

to
 C

re
di

t: 
S

us
ta

in
ab

le
 H

ea
lth

 E
nt

er
pr

is
es

P
ho

to
 C

re
di

t: 
C

am
fe

d

P
ho

to
 C

re
di

t: 
Fl

ic
kr

 u
se

r h
iro

00
8

P
ho

to
 C

re
di

t: 
R

ya
n 

H
ef

fe
rn

an

P
ho

to
 C

re
di

t: 
Fl

ic
kr

 u
se

r R
on

n 
A

sh
or

e

allowed
 

31 2

Cost of Education

Menstruation Lack of Role Models Preference for Male Children

Early Marriage
4 5
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Percentage of school 
leaders who are 

female

Percentage of female 
students in surveyed 

schools

Percentage of 
teaching staff that is 

female

Percentage of schools 
where females made 

up 100% of the 
teaching staff

Percentage of schools 
that have female 

toilets

bythe    numbers
Gray Matters Capital recently assessed affordable private schools in 
Hyderabad. The results, which provide a glimpse into this growing sector, 
will be published in a report this month.
By Abby Callard
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the female force in 
affordable private schools



In a new survey report by ASER, rural India’s schools are put to the test against 
the Right to Education (RTE) indicators.  
By Nisha Kumar Kulkarni

     data    graphics          
                             Rural Schools by Enrollment, 2010

School enrollment size is indicative of the 
basic infrastructure and human resources 
needed to have effective classrooms. More 
than 50% of schools have enrollment sizes of 
greater than 120 students. RTE norms dictate 
that a school with an enrollment size of 
61-90 students should have three teachers. 
According to the ASER report, 21.3% are at 
the norm, while 46.9% are below and 31.8% 
are above.

Data Source: ASER Report 2010
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                            Rural Schools by Number of Teachers, 2010

A majority of schools that participated in the 
survey report have less than fi ve teachers 
per school. RTE norms dictate that there 
should be one classroom for every teacher. 
According to the ASER report, however, 
only 24.8% of schools are at the norm, while 
19.7% are below and 55.5% are above.

Data Source: ASER Report 2010

DATAE M P O W E R  T H R O U G H  E D U C A T I O N
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Kumar. “Sir, I want to do more and 
earn more.” “How much are you 
earning,” I asked. “I am now earn-
ing  `7,500 (US$166) per month, 
sir, and handling 15 workers.” 

“Anil, you need to show some 
patience. As you start managing 
more people and delivering more, 
your earning will go up,” I said. 

And I was not wrong. Start-
ing December 2010, Kumar is 
managing a team of 40 workers 
and is earning salary of  `10,000 
(US$220) per month. For a boy 
who was earning `2,000 (US$44) 
per month as a laborer, this is fi ve 
times his income within 18 months. 
Kumar was also awarded by Sonia 
Gandhi. He wore his best shirt and 
rehearsed the sentences he would 
speak to her

 For a boy who 
was earning `2,000 
(US$44) per month 
as a laborer, this is 
fi ve times his income 
within 18 months.
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journey of a  school dropout to a  

supervisor
Anil Kumar, a school dropout from village Gora Bazar in Uttar Pradesh, went 
from being a laborer earning less than `2,000 per month to become a super-
visor earning `10,000 per month.
By Santosh Parulekar

In the early morning hours of 
April 27, 2009, fi ve students 

woke up the head of Pipal Tree 
Ventures’ training center in Uttar 
Pradesh by banging on his door. 
Just days earlier, the students were 
given jobs at a reputed construc-
tion company in Chennai. The boys 
had returned. They did not want to 
work in Chennai.

I remembered one of the boys. 
Just 10 days back, I shook hands 
with Anil Kumar and wished him 
good luck for his fi rst job. I had 
been impressed by the spark in the 
boy. My trainers told me that he 
was from a poor family and lives in 
a hut in the Gora Bazar village. 

Luckily, we just had gotten 
another order from a construction 
company in Rajasthan. I asked the 
training center head to speak to 
them, and if they are ready to work 
in Rajasthan, then send them to 
Shahpura, Rajasthan. To my sur-
prise, they agreed promptly.

After a week, I had to travel to 
Delhi and decided to go to Shahpu-
ra to meet Kumar and his friends. 
When I reached there, Kumar 
cheerfully greeted me. I asked him 
how they were. He said, “Sir, it is 
great. We have clean water, clean 
air and suffi cient food. This is what 
we want. In Chennai, the water 
was contaminated. They used to 
use the same bucket for toilet and 
drinking water. Kumar was earn-
ing  `4,500 (US$100) per month. 

A few months later, Kumar was 
managing a team of 10-15 workers.  
One day, my phone rang. It was 
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Pipal Tree Ventures

Pipal Tree Ventures won the Sankalp 2010 
award for Inclusive Education.

bp

Santosh Parulekar is the Co-

Founder and Chief Operating 

Offi cer of Pipal Tree Ventures, 

a company providing vocational 

training to unemployed youth 

from rural India.

http://www.pipaltreeventures.com/


In Mumbai, public-private partnerships may be one of the best solutions to 
addressing the city's public education needs.
By Nisha Kumar Kulkarni
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Upgrading Primary Education

 These children 
have low reading levels 
where approximately 
45-50% cannot read or 
write a paragraph.

h l

bp

in public education
  partners

Mumbai claims a 97% enroll-
ment rate of all primary 

school-aged children in private 
and public schools. Despite such a 
high rate, 40% of children attend 
private schools because of percep-
tions that private education is 
superior to public education. 

Poor families cannot afford to 
put their children through the pri-
vate education system. The public 
education system then caters to 
the most marginalized children, 
where the incentive to attend 
school is based on the availability 
of lunch. However, these children 
have low reading levels where ap-
proximately 45-50% cannot read 
or write a paragraph.

A November 2010 report by 
Dasra called Making the Grade: 
Improving Mumbai’s Public 
Schools focuses on how public-
private partnerships between not-
for-profi t organizations and the 
Municipal Corporation of Greater 
Mumbai (MCGM) can improve the 
quality of public school education.

There are 1,612 public el-
ementary schools in Mumbai. 
The MCGM is responsible for the 

funding, management, infrastruc-
ture, staffi ng, implementation and 
delivery of education to Mumbai’s 
public schools, where the expendi-
tures are US$50 (`2,250) per child 
per year. Recently, the MCGM 
launched the School Improvement 
Program, a public-private partner-
ship working on specifi c interven-
tions with the goal of increasing 
learning levels in the entire 
public education system. Today, 
the MCGM lists 117 not-for-profi t 
partners. 

Mumbai’s challenges are not 
merely a matter of increasing 
literacy, but of having a grassroots 
understanding of what the obstacles 
are to improving public education.

Many fi rst generation students 
in Mumbai who attend public 
schools live in poor, congested 
conditions that are not conducive 
to encouraging a high-learning 
system. Rural-to-urban migra-
tion causes a mixture of many 
languages – a true challenge when 
bringing all these students into 
a single classroom and trying to 
set educational standards at the 
elementary level bp
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The private sector can play a large role in providing education to the bottom of the 
pyramid.
By Irene Pritzker 

While education is the key to 
poverty alleviation, govern-

ments and development agencies 
cannot keep up with the demand 
for effi ciently run primary schools. 
In Ghana and other developing 
countries, to successfully include 
all children in the education 
system means working outside the 
traditional government education 
framework and embracing the 
private sector.

In Ghana, as with virtually 
every developing country, dis-
satisfaction with the government 
education system has given rise 
to the prolifi c growth of low-cost 
private schools. The schools are at 
the very bottom of the economic 
pyramid; in some cases the schools 
are nothing more than dirt fl oors 
with half walls or merely benches 
under a tree. These impoverished 
schools are disenfranchised and 
don’t receive any government 
funding, resources or textbooks.

However, despite their chal-
lenges, the low-cost private school 
sector is growing faster than ever. 
According to a 2010 report com-
missioned by the International 
Finance Corporation, a division 
of the World Bank, the low-cost 
private school sector in Ghana 
grew 26% in the 2008/2009 school 
year, while the government sector 
showed a growth of only 9%. 

Frustrated with the ineffi cien-
cies, inadequacies and lack of 
accountability of the government 
education system, even parents 

living on less than US$2 (`91) per 
day often make many sacrifi ces to 
fi nd between US$30-40 (`1,400-
1,800) per year to pay the low fees 
charged by these privately owned 
schools.

The IDP Rising Schools Pro-
gram, an active initiative of the 
IDP Foundation targets schools 
in this sector. The Government of 
Ghana has endorsed and works 
closely with the program and 
has created an invaluable public-
private partnership where the 
government and the IDP Rising 
Schools can leverage one another’s 
strengths. This partnership is the 
fi rst of its kind in Ghana. 

The IDP Rising Schools Pro-
gram has also successfully lever-
aged relationships with stakehold-
ers at the local, governmental and 
international levels. Through these 
creative partnerships and work-
ing with existing structures, the 
program is empowering the pro-
prietors of the schools to operate a 
sustainable business model and be 
much less reliant on aid. The IDP 
Rising Schools Program does not 
try to reinvent the wheel by estab-
lishing new schools but uplifts and 
strengthens the most impoverished 
existing Ghanaian schools and 
communities through access to 
capital and a bundle of inextricably 
linked capacity building services
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A typical outdoor school in Ghana.
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Irene Pritzker is the president 

of the IDP Foundation, Inc. 

The foundation works in the 

affordable private school sector 

in Ghana.    

         Even parents 
living on less than 
US$2 per day often 
make many sacrifi ces 
to fi nd between US$30-
40 per year to pay the 
low fees charged by 
these privately owned 
schools.
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