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Transforming Teaching and Learning in Nepal 
by Quentin Wodon  

   

This brief is part of a series of seven briefs/case studies on increasing the impact of Rotary. If 

Rotary is to have a larger impact globally, it must rely on partnerships, innovation, and 

evaluation. Partnerships help to implement larger projects and benefit from the expertise of 

organizations that are among the best in their field. Without innovation, the contribution of 

Rotary is a drop in the development assistance bucket. But if Rotary innovates, successful pilots 

can be scaled up by other organizations with deeper pockets, achieving larger impact. Finally, 

evaluation is needed to demonstrate the impact of pilot projects. To encourage clubs and districts 

to think bigger and more strategically, the series to which this brief belongs showcases projects in 

the areas of focus of the Rotary Foundation that have relied on partnerships, innovation, and 

evaluation. This brief tells the story of two projects transforming teaching and learning in Nepal.  

 
The author is a member of the Rotary Club of Capitol Hill in Washington, DC, and a Lead 

Economist at the World Bank. He writes a blog for Rotarians at http://rotarianeconomist.com/. 

 
 

 
A teacher helps Nepali students use computers in the classroom. Photo: OLE Nepal. 

 
 

Teachers and Learning 

 

Many developing countries have 

made substantial progress towards 

improving education attainment (the level 

of education attained by students) over the 

last two decades. At the same time, the 

instruction provided by teachers to 

students often remains of limited quality. 

This results in less than stellar education 

achievement (how much students actually 

learn) as measured through performance on 

national or international assessments. 

While students may do well enough on 

portions of examinations that rely for the 

most part on memorization, they tend to do 

less well when asked to think creatively or 

solve complex problems.  

 Outstanding in-service teacher 

training programs can make a major 

difference in how teachers teach, how much 

students learn, and how much they learn, 

especially among disadvantaged groups. 

Many factors influence student 
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achievement, including factors that are 

beyond the control of schools such as a 

student’s socio-economic context. But 

teachers are the most important factor 

under the control of education systems to 

improve learning. Teachers also account 

for the bulk of public spending for 

education in developed and developing 

countries alike. For these reasons, there is 

increasing interest in finding ways to attract, 

retain, develop, and motivate great teachers.  

The tasks of attracting, retaining, 

and motivating teachers fall squarely within 

the scope of the mission of Ministries of 

Education. Developing teachers is also a key 

responsibility and priority for the Ministries, 

but in this area there is also scope for 

nonprofits and organizations such as Rotary 

to play a role by helping to create great in-

service training programs for teachers1.  

 

Characteristics of Great Programs 

 

The importance of in-service 

training and professional development to 

improve instruction is recognized by 

practitioners and policy makers. Three 

lessons emerge from the literature2.  

First, opportunities for teacher 

training and professional development 

should be made available. But not all 

programs achieve the same results. When in-

service programs focus on changing 

pedagogy, the evidence suggests that they 

can improve teaching and as a result student 

achievement. By contrast, programs that 

merely provide additional teaching materials 

for teachers do not generate substantial 

gains.  

 Second, the contents of training 

programs aiming to change pedagogy matter 

as well. In-service training programs that 

expose teachers to best practices in 

                                                 
1 In-service training programs serve existing 

teachers. Pre-service programs are part of the 

training provided to those aspiring to be teachers. 
2 World Bank (2013), What Matters Most for 

Teacher Policies: A Framework Paper, SABER 

Working Papers Series, Number 4, Washington, 

DC: The World Bank. 

instruction and actually show teachers how 

to implement these practices are more likely 

to generate positive change. Promoting 

collaboration between teachers, among 

others through teacher networks where 

teachers can exchange ideas is useful. 

Mentoring programs whereby junior 

teachers benefit from the guidance of 

experience teachers also tend to be effective. 

Other approaches tend to be less successful. 

 Third, it is important that in-service 

training and professional development 

programs target in priority the teachers who 

need help the most. Teachers who are 

struggling may benefit more than already 

great teachers from various programs. 

Similarly, students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds or living in poor areas also 

tend to benefit more from a higher quality 

instruction than better off students who have 

more help from their family at home. 

Identifying priority pockets of needs is most 

beneficial when implementing and teacher 

training programs.  

 

 
Nepali girl in school. Photo: NTTI. 

 

Two Programs in Nepal 

  

The above features of successful in-

service training programs are at work in the 

experience of two innovative Nepali teacher 

training programs.  

The first program, PHASE-NTTI, is 

implemented by Nepal Teacher Training 
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Innovations (NTTI) in partnership with 

PHASE Nepal, a local NGO. The second 

program, OLE (Open Learning Exchange) 

Nepal, was launched in 2007 by a Rotarian. 

Both programs take the need for 

opportunities for professional development 

for teachers seriously, emphasize pedagogy 

in their training, and work in public schools, 

often in poor and remote areas.  

This case study briefly describes 

how the two programs work, how much we 

know about their effectiveness, and how 

Rotary is helping to expand the programs 

with global grants. 

 

PHASE-NTTI 

 

Traditional instruction in Nepal 

relies on lecturing by teachers and 

memorization by students. PHASE-NNTI 

aims to train public schools teachers to make 

the classroom more interactive by coaching 

them on how to lead classroom discussions, 

facilitate group work, and ask questions to 

students to encourage individual thought. 

Instead of relying on punishment and at 

times shaming in the classroom to control 

student behavior, teachers are trained to use 

dynamic inquiry-based instruction methods 

and provide positive encouragement to 

motivate the students to learn. As the 

classroom becomes more participatory, 

students engage in their own learning.   

 

 
A trained teacher with students. Photo: NTTI 

 

The PHASE-NTTI model does not 

rely on one-off training. Instead it involves a 

cumulative cycle of trainings and intensive 

follow-up support to individual teachers. 

The aim is to help teachers move from an 

awareness of effective teaching practices to 

actual implementation of the practices in 

their own classrooms. The training model 

includes a series of teacher development 

courses: Introduction to Best Teaching 

Practices; Girls’ Sensitivity Training; and a 

Training of Trainers for those selected as 

Mentor Teachers.  

 

 
Teachers display their certificates. Photo: NTTI. 

 

The model includes pre- and post-

training classroom observations, individual 

feedback received by teachers from Master 

Trainers, and follow up individual teacher 

support by Mentor Overall, the program is 

implemented over a two-year period in each 

school. 

While no impact evaluation is yet 

available to measure the impact of the 

program, quantitative data obtained through 

pre- and post-training classroom observation 

are encouraging. In contrast to teacher-

driven and student-silent classrooms, 

classrooms with trained teachers seem to be 

closer to functioning as hubs of learning. 

 

 
Active students in the classroom. Photo: NTTI 
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Teaching and Learning Differently3 

 

During a pre-training PHSA-NTTI 

classroom observation, a teacher taught a 

lesson on animate and inanimate objects. 

She entered the class. Students stood up. 

When she greeted them with “Good 

morning class,” they responded in unison 

“Good morning Ma’am” and sat down. 

“Today we are going to learn about animate 

and inanimate objects,” the teacher said, 

writing the words animate and inanimate on 

the board but not explaining their meaning. 

“Is it ok?” she asked. “Yes Ma’am”.   

These are animate and inanimate 

objects, the teacher continued, pointing to 

various objects. “Copy them down and read 

from your book about this.” She returned to 

her desk. Her only further interaction with 

students was to hush them to silence and 

respond to a question about a definition.  

 Three months after participating in 

the training, the same teacher taught the 

same lesson to a different class. After the 

morning greeting, she pointed to a chair and 

a plant. “What is the difference between 

these two objects?” she asked. Hands shot 

up and she wrote student responses on the 

board. An explanation of the two terms 

followed. Then students were asked to 

discuss examples of animate and inanimate 

objects in pairs. Lastly, the teacher took 

students outside to look for more examples 

of animate and inanimate objects in the 

schoolyard.  

One student approached the teacher 

with a live ant in her hand: “This is animate 

object, yes Ma’am?” “Yes” she confirmed. 

The child then squashed the ant and asked: 

“Is it still animate object now Ma’am?” 

Dumbfounded, the teacher asked the rest of 

the class what they thought and an animated 

conversation ensued.   

                                                 
3 Adapted from Hager, A. and Q. Wodon, 2015, 

Nepal Teacher Training Innovations: Improving 

Teaching Practice in Public Schools, in Q. 

Wodon, editor,  Innovations in Teacher Training 

in Nepal: Improving Teaching and Integrating 

Technology in the Classroom, Washington, DC: 

The World Bank.  

Instead of only lecturing trained 

teachers lead classroom discussions, 

facilitate group work, and ask questions to 

encourage individual thought. Students learn 

how to make their own novel connections 

and think critically about what they hear and 

read. Qualitative data suggest that the 

program is appreciated by teachers and 

students. 

There have been challenges to 

which the program has had to adapt. The 

program did not work as well in secondary 

schools, so it now focuses on primary 

schools. Support from principals for teachers 

changing their pedagogical approach is 

needed, but not guaranteed. Distances to 

schools in rural areas make it hard to 

maintain regular contact after initial 

trainings. Lack of time for teachers to 

prepare lessons as advocated by the program 

is also a constraint. The structure of 

classroom time may limit creativity and 

inquiry-based teaching. The persistence of 

traditions harmful to girls in parts of the 

country is a major challenge to keep girls in 

school.  

 

 
Students from a classroom. Photo: NTTI. 

 

The PHASE-NTTI program does 

not have all the answers to these challenges, 

but it does have the key features that tend to 

be associated with successful in-service 

training programs. 

 

OLE Nepal 

 

 OLE Nepal was founded in 2007 by 

a Rotarian, Rabi Karmacharya. Rabi co-

founded OLE Nepal after a decade as a 
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software engineer in California and 

technology entrepreneur in Nepal. Rabi had 

experienced firsthand as the founder of his 

own tech company that Nepali graduates 

were smart, but that they often did not 

question how things were done.  

The graduates seemed not to be 

inclined to experiment and innovate much. 

Rabi attributed this in part to the fact that 

Nepal’s education system emphasizes 

technical knowledge and memorization 

rather than exploration and experimentation. 

He thought that he could help transform the 

prevalent culture and modes of teaching in 

schools through the introduction of 

technology, especially at the primary school 

level.  

 

 
Students use digital resources.  

Photo: OLE Nepal. 

 
 How does OLE Nepal work? The 

NGO provides laptops to school it supports 

under a shared model whereby students and 

teachers from various grades can take turns 

in using laptops for one lesson per grade per 

day. Offline servers provide access to a 

wealth of digital resources. Solar panels are 

used in schools without access to electricity.  

In rural public schools many 

children do not have enough textbooks. 

When textbooks are available, they may not 

be very engaging. OLE Nepal helps to solve 

this problem through a digital library (E-

Pustakalaya) that hosts more than 6000 

books, audio books reference materials, 

educational videos, and other resources that 

students and teachers can use freely both in 

class and after class.  

 

  
Computers can be used by teachers even when 

furniture (chairs and tables) is lacking in schools.  

Photo: OLE Nepal. 

 

Yet providing laptops, servers, and 

digital libraries is not enough. The key is to 

ensure that these resources are used, and 

used well. For this the teacher is the key. 

Over the years, OLE Nepal has refined its 

implementation model to better support 

teachers in their use of the digital resources 

it provides. Initially, teachers were trained 

through a one-week induction program. 

Nowadays, additional training and support is 

provided long after that initiation.  

From the start, the idea was to adapt 

digital resources to the curriculum 

(including through E-Paath) to ensure that 

using the resources provided would not 

result in too much additional work for 

teachers who often feel overworked. A 

volunteer program has been put in place to 

provide additional support to teachers who 

need it. Again, the role of teachers cannot be 

overstated. If teachers are not on board with 

the program, the introduction of technology 

in the classroom is not likely to improve 

teaching and learning.  
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E-Pustakalaya and E-Paath 

 

E-Pustakalaya is an education-

focused digital library containing among 

others books, videos, audio files, and 

interactive educational software (see 

http://pustakalaya.org/epaath/). It aims to 

improve children's reading skills and 

develop a reading culture in schools by 

providing age-appropriate reading materials. 

Students can also use the available materials 

for research projects, thereby fostering 

independent inquiry. 

 

 
E-Pustakalaya resources. Credit: OLE 

Nepal. 

 

E-Paath consists of subject- and 

grade-specific digital learning materials 

adapted to the curriculum being taught in 

schools (see http://pustakalaya.org/). 

Interactive educational software modules are 

designed to help teachers and students meet 

the learning objectives outlined in the 

curriculum.  

 

How do we know whether the 

program is achieving results? Two 

evaluations of the program are available4. An 

initial quantitative impact evaluation 

suggested that the program did not succeed in 

raising student performance on test scores. 

But the data also suggested high levels of 

satisfaction with the program among students 

and teachers alike. Field observations and 

feedback from teachers and students 

suggested that the program was making a 

                                                 
4 For a synthesis of both evaluations, quantitative 

and qualitative, see Kamacharya et al., 2015, 

Open Learning Exchange Nepal: Improving 

Learning through Technology in the Classroom, 

in Q. Wodon, editor,  Innovations in Teacher 

Training in Nepal: Improving Teaching and 

Integrating Technology in the Classroom, 

Washington, DC: The World Bank. 

difference, but perhaps in a different way 

than what was measured in the quantitative 

evaluation through test scores. A subsequent 

lighter qualitative evaluation also suggested 

positive effects. 

 

How Has Rotary Helped? 

 

Apart from the fact that one of the 

two Nepali programs was created by a 

Rotarian, Rotary has helped PHASE-NTTI 

and OLE Nepal in two ways.  

First, a US-Nepal Rotarian team is 

putting together two global grants for the 

Rotary Foundation in order to support the 

extension of the two programs. At the time 

of writing of this study, the grants are not 

yet approved, but the team is hopeful that 

they will be. 

Second, in order to prepare the 

global grant proposals, the team has 

conducted an in-depth analysis of how the 

programs work and a review of the evidence 

to date on their effectiveness in improving 

teaching practices and student learning 

outcomes. Detailed case studies for the two 

programs have been written using 

quantitative and qualitative data (this brief is 

based on the case studies5).   

Apart from informing the design of 

the Rotary global grant proposals, it is hoped 

that the case studies will be used to inform 

programs for teacher training in Nepal more 

broadly through a dialogue with the Ministry 

of Education. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Both programs emphasize pedagogy 

in the classroom. Both provide continued 

support teachers after an initial training to 

increase likelihood of success. But there are 

also differences. PHASE-NTTI aims to 

improve teaching with the resources 

                                                 
5 The case studies will be available in Wodon, 

Q., forthcoming, Innovations in Teacher 

Training in Nepal: Improving Teaching and 

Integrating Technology in the Classroom, 

Washington, DC: The World Bank. 
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available in schools, OLE Nepal does too, 

but it also aims to integrating technology in 

the classroom. This yields an additional 

layer of issues to ensure that the laptops and 

digital resources are used, and used well. 

 

 
Nepali children. Photo: NTTI. 

 

The two programs remain small in 

comparisons to needs, but they have achieved 

some level of scale. PHASE-NTTI has 

trained close to 1,000 teachers. OLE Nepal 

has deployed 5,000 laptops in over 100 

schools, and trained over 600 teachers. Both 

programs have almost a decade of experience 

on the ground. The two programs also 

exemplify the principles of partnerships, 

innovation, and evaluation that can increase 

impact. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On partnerships, both programs from 

the start worked in public schools in 

cooperation with the Ministry of Education 

which approves the trainings and in the case 

of OLE Nepal the deployment of the 

technology. This has led to benefits beyond 

the programs. For example, OLE Nepal 

raised awareness in the Ministry about the 

use of information and communication 

technology as a tool, and not just a subject to 

be taught.  

On innovation, both programs are 

innovative in their own way, especially in the 

context of a country where traditional modes 

of teaching still dominate.  

On evaluation, both programs have 

tried to assess their effectiveness, collecting 

quantitative and qualitative data. Evaluations 

sometimes suggest large positive impacts, 

and sometimes they do not, but they should 

not be seen as a potential threat. In the case of 

OLE Nepal, what is important is that results 

from the initial quantitative evaluation did 

not lead to the demise of the program. They 

helped improve and strengthen the program. 

Witnessing firsthand positive changes in 

classroom dynamics and student engagement 

brought about by the program, donors 

continued to provide support to the program. 

OLE Nepal is now expanding, as is PHASE-

NTTI. 


