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Introduction

During 2005, an independent evaluation was conducted of Room to Read’s programs. Room to
Read’s mission is to provide under-privileged children with an opportunity to gain the lifelong gift
of education. It was founded on the belief that education is crucial to breaking the cycle of
poverty and taking control of one’s life. Room to Read seeks to intervene early in the lives of
children and help provide them with an education and pave the road to literacy. Room to Read
currently focuses their efforts on Cambodia, Laos, Nepal, India, Sri Lanka and Vietnam;

countries with a desperate lack of resources to educate their children.

Room to Read developed a four-pronged approach to help children in the developing world to
gain the lifelong gift of education:
e partnering with villages to build schools;
e establishing libraries and filling them with donated English books and local language
books published by Room to Read;
e providing Computer and Language Labs to improve employment skills; and
e providing scholarships for under-privileged young girls who cannot afford fees that are

required of all students, even those attending public schools.

To increase the likelihood for success and long-term sustainability, Room to Read enlists
community involvement and co-investment. Challenge Grants require villages to raise a
significant portion of the overall expenditure for building a new school, thereby allowing cash
donations to go further. Room to Read also establishes libraries, computer labs, and language
labs in conjunction with schools whereby they contribute shelves, desks, and chairs. The
Challenge Grants act as catalysts for community building while also maximizing the local
participation and expertise brought to the programs to ensure they are run efficiently and

effectively.

The purpose of the independent evaluation was to investigate the effectiveness of five Room to

Read programs (School Room?, Reading Room?®, Room to Grow*, Computer Room®, and



Language Room®) in four countries’: Cambodia, India, Nepal, and Vietnam. At a time of rapid
expansion for the organization, Room to Read board, staff, and donors were interested in
understanding the effectiveness of the programs and areas for improvement. In order to
understand Room to Read program effectiveness, the evaluation was designed to ask two

specific questions:

1. What are the differences among countries, programs, and respondents with respect to
the overall perceptions of Room to Read programs?
2. How do these three groups (countries, programs, and respondents) perceive specific

aspects of the programs as indicated by individual items on the survey?

Overview of Evaluation Design

The evaluation employed a survey, which consisted of 66 items that focused on teachers’ and
students’ perceptions, attitudes, and self-reported behavior with regard to each Room to Read
program in all of the countries. Most of the survey items were based on responses to a Likert
scale of four options (where 1= Strongly Disagree, 2= Disagree, 3= Agree, and 4= Strongly

Agree) about statements regarding specific characteristics of the programs.

The questions focused on teachers’ and students’ involvement in the programs, as well as their
perceptions of the quality of operations, and the value and impact of the programs. To ensure
that all questions would be understood and answered in the various languages® and cultural
contexts, survey questions were asked in an interview format. Independent, professional
interviewers were trained and employed in each of their own countries to administer the

instrument®.

Stratified random sampling’® was employed to represent programs, countries, respondent types
(that is, primary and secondary students and teachers, and males and females), and site
locations (that is, urban and rural). A total of 880 respondents answered the survey (608
students and 272 teachers'"). The number of respondents was highest in Nepal (31% of
respondents), while 28% were from Vietnam, 23% were from Cambodia, and 18% were from
India. Much of Room to Read’s work is in rural areas, therefore most of the respondents (44%)
lived in rural (farm) areas, and 14% lived in isolated areas. The remaining 28% of the
respondents lived near a town or city, and 15% lived in towns or cities. The table below shows

the breakdown of the respondents by program and country.



Table 1. Breakdown of Respondents by Programs and Countries

Program Cambodia India Nepal Vietnam Total
School Room 0 0 60 0 60
Reading Room 120 109 120 120 469
Computer Room 30 0 30 30 90
Language Room 0 0 0 30 30
Room to Grow 56 45 67 63 231
Total 206 154 277 243 880

Note: Zeros indicate that not all programs are provided in every country, the program
was operating for less than 8 months, or it served children under Grade 4, who were
considered too young to answer the interview questions.

Overview of Findings
A statistical analysis was employed to understand the overall perceptions and attitudes of the
comparative groups'2. Based on a set of items' in the survey, the results were found to be

statistically significant™

. There were small differences among programs and countries, and
teachers and students were similar in their ratings, but all of the groups rated the programs very

highly.

Overall, the findings show that respondents, across all of the countries, rated Room to Read
programs highly (Average Mean or M= 3.5 out of 4). To gain a general understanding of
teachers’ and students’ attitudes toward the programs, they were asked how much they liked
each particular program (on a scale from 1 to 4, where 1= Not at all, 2= A little, 3= Somewhat,
and 4= A lot). The majority of the respondents across all of the countries and programs liked the
programs “A lot”:
¢ In Cambodia, respondents liked the Room to Grow, Computer Room, and Reading
Room programs “A lot” (93%, 93%, and 82%, respectively).
¢ InIndia, respondents liked the Room to Grow and Reading Room programs “A lot” (96%
and 83%, respectively).
¢ In Nepal, respondents liked the Room to Grow, Reading Room, Computer Room, and
School Room programs “A lot” (94%, 91%, 90%, and 87%, respectively).
¢ In Vietnam, respondents liked the Room to Grow, Language Room, Reading Room, and

Computer Room programs “A lot” (83%, 70%, 67%, and 63%, respectively).



In sum, the majority of respondents liked all the programs “A lot” (91% for Room to Grow, 87%
for School Room, 82% for Computer Room, 80% for Reading Room, and 70% for Language
Room). In particular, the Room to Grow Program was the most liked program in all the countries
(with an overall M= 3.90).

The respondents were asked to answer a series of questions on the quality of program
operations, such as how well the programs ran, and whether facilities and resources were
adequate. The majority of our respondents in all countries felt that the programs were running
well. For example:
¢ |n Cambodia, nearly all of the respondents “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that all of their
programs were running well (98% for Room to Grow, 94% for Reading Room, and 87%
for Computer Room).
¢ InIndia, nearly all of the respondents “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that all of their
programs were running well (100% for Room to Grow and 95% for Reading Room).
¢ In Nepal, nearly all of the respondents “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that all of their
programs were running well (97% for School Room, 97% for Room to Grow, 90% for
Computer Room, and 82% for Reading Room).
¢ In Vietnam, the majority of respondents “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that all of their
programs were running well (97% for Room to Grow, 79% for Reading Room, 77% for

Language Room, and 57% for Computer Room).

The majority of respondents “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that all the programs were running
well (98% for Room to Grow, 97% for School Room, 87% for Reading Room, 78% for Computer
Room, and 77% for Language Room). Across all of the countries, the Room to Grow Program

was rated the highest for running well (M= 3.61).

In addition, respondents across all countries agreed that there was adequate space in the Room
to Read facilities (M= 2.88); however, the respondents rated the space for reading rooms (M=
2.65), computer labs (M= 2.94), and language labs (M= 2.70) as less adequate than the space
for school rooms (M= 3.43) and girls’ scholarships (M= 3.20). This is not surprising given that
the School Room Program builds space for children, whereas Room to Read usually uses

existing space in schools to establish reading rooms, computer labs, and language labs.



Although respondents felt overall that there was adequate space in the Room to Read facilities,
respondents across all of the countries felt that accessible toilets, clean water, electricity,
computer hardware, internet access, and technical assistance were needed. While it is
interesting and important for Room to Read to understand the needs, certain caution is
necessary when looking at these results given that providing electricity and other infrastructure
in schools is beyond Room to Read’s scope. However, Room to Read has dealt with some of

the issues noted. For example, Room to Read now builds latrines in schools if needed.

The respondents were also asked questions specific to the Reading Room Program to find out
about the supply of English and local language books in the reading rooms. All of the
respondents agreed that there were enough books in their local language (M= 2.77), although
respondents from Cambodia and Vietnam did not agree that there were enough books in
English (M= 2.36 and M= 1.97, respectively). Respondents were not asked why they felt there
were not enough books in English, but it is possible that in Cambodia there is a general desire
for more books, due to the popularity of English. In Vietnam, Room to Read is not allowed to

import donated English books from the United States.

All of the countries, except Vietham (M= 2.29), agreed that there were enough books that
students liked (India, M= 3.69; Nepal, M= 3.57; and Cambodia, M= 3.02). In addition, all of the
respondents in each country reported that students liked Room to Read’s books'®. In general,
respondents in all of the countries agreed that the books were easy to find (M= 3.17), could be

checked out and taken home (M= 3.14), and were in good condition (M= 3.09).

Respondents were asked about their perceptions of how the community and parents valued the
Room to Read programs. They answered questions about whether the communities thought the
programs were important. Overall, respondents in all of the countries agreed that community
members thought that all the programs were important (M= 3.27). The School Room Program
was considered most important (M= 3.63), but please note that this program was only evaluated
in Nepal because it met the sampling requirements. Nevertheless, it is not surprising that the
School Room program received the highest rating, given that community involvement has been

a highly active component in the School Room Program in Nepal.

The respondents also agreed that parents believed their children were benefiting from the
programs (M= 3.45). In particular, the Room to Grow Program and School Room Program were

rated as the most beneficial programs (M= 3.64 and M= 3.60, respectively).



To assess the perceived impact of the programs, the respondents were asked if they agreed
that students felt their ability to learn had improved, and whether students’ participation in the

programs prepared them for further schooling and would provide them with future opportunities.

The respondents agreed that students felt their ability to learn had improved (M= 3.46),
especially for those girls involved in the Room to Grow Program (M= 3.59). With regard to the
Reading Room Program, respondents also agreed that students were becoming better readers
(M= 3.30) and reading more often (M= 3.34) as a result of the books in Room to Read’s reading

rooms.

The respondents also agreed that students’ participation in the programs prepared them for
further schooling (M= 3.54) and that their participation in the program would provide more future
opportunities (M= 3.43), especially for those involved in the Computer Room Program

(M= 3.66). The Computer Room Program is designed specifically for students to gain
technology skills that can help them in their future work places, so it is not surprising that they

reported that it would provide them future opportunities.

Conclusions and Recommendations

In summary, both students and teachers in Room to Read programs felt their experiences were
positive. Both students and teachers appeared to enjoy and like the programs. The findings
show that nearly all of the students felt they were learning in the programs. According to
students and teachers, parents and community members felt that Room to Read programs were

valuable and beneficial.

The analysis showed that ratings were favorable for nearly all aspects of the programs.
However, one of the strengths of the Room to Read mission appears to be the commitment to
providing access in remote areas. Many of the sites were sampled from isolated and rural areas

where more books, computers, and teachers are needed.

The following conclusions and recommendations are made, in collaboration with Room to Read

staff, for consideration in further improvement of the programs:

" Nearly all of the respondents liked Room to Read’s books (donated and published by
Room to Read). Expand the Local Language Publishing Program in all of the

countries.



" Respondents across all of the countries felt that computer hardware and technical
assistance were needed in the program. Investigate computer room needs for
computer hardware and technical assistance.

" While the majority of respondents reported that the Computer Room Program and
Language Room Program were running well, continue monitoring the needs and
services of each program. Particular focus and monitoring should be on
the Computer Room Program in Vietnam as it appeared to be the least well-run.

. The Room to Grow program was the most well-liked and most well-run program.
Expand the program in all of the countries if appropriate to the local context and
needs.

. Although the School Room Program was only evaluated in Nepal at the time of the
evaluation, respondents from Nepal gave it a very high rating. Consider expanding
this program in Nepal and other countries.

. Communities were most involved with the School Room Program, and respondents
agreed that communities thought this was the most important program. Invest more
time and resources in involving the community more fully in other programs.

" To further evaluate specific aspects of each program in each country, Room to Read
headquarters and country staff should examine the detailed analyses provided by the
independent evaluators. With such information, staff may improve program planning
and modification.

" The evaluation was ambitious, requiring a large team of Room to Read staff,
independent interviews, and external evaluators. Controlling for every step and
procedure was challenging because of the many different factors involved (e.g.
different languages, five program purposes, etc.). One of the strengths of the
evaluation was the cooperation of the Room to Read staff and the use of stratified
random sampling. For future evaluations, maintain similar careful planning and

execution.

' Susan J. Paik (Claremont Graduate University) and Herbert J. Walberg (Stanford University) were the external
evaluators for the Room to Read Evaluation 2005. For further inquiry, the detailed technical report is available at the
Room to Read Headquarters.

2 School Room: Room to Read partners with local communities to build schools. The typical school is three to six
rooms, each holding twenty-five to forty children, and takes six to nine months to build. The school-building program
requires community buy-in and involvement. Room to Read selects villages that meet several criteria, including: the
village initiates the request for a school, passes a thorough needs-assessment, and signs a “Challenge Grant”
contract. A Challenge Grant contract requires that the community assemble a construction committee that meets
regularly, use an agreed upon school blueprint that ensures schools are built safely and cost effectively, and donate
funds, materials and/or labor to the effort. All schools are community owned and operated going forward.

3 Reading Room: Room to Read establishes a library by creating a child-friendly learning environment and filling it
with local language and English books as well as other educational materials and games. Room to Read also helps
build the capacity of teachers through library training workshops. The majority of libraries are established in
government schools to assist in enhancing the facilities that serve the neediest children. Room to Read English book
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donations are mainly from North American publishers and provide highly demanded English language children’s
materials to their libraries. Room to Read also develops new content and publishes local language children’s books in
many countries to increase the variety and quality of children’s books available. Room to Read supports their libraries
for a period of three years with the long-term goal of promoting local ownership and sustainability of the projects.

Room to Grow: Girls’ Scholarships: Many families in Room to Read partner countries are too cash-poor to afford
the school fees that are required of all students, even in public schools. In addition to these economic difficulties,
many girls are overlooked due to cultural bias. Families who can only afford to send one child to school usually
choose a son, leaving the girls of the family to work the fields and care for their siblings instead of going to school.
Room to Read'’s scholarship fund is therefore targeted at young girls and provides a long-term commitment to their
education. Scholarship recipients are supported with school tuition, textbooks, school accessories, uniforms, tutoring,
transportation, and medical care through the completion of secondary school as long as their academic performance
remains satisfactory.

Computer Room: Computer literacy is one of the largest unmet needs of the educational systems in Room to Read
partner countries and is often what holds young students back from being part of the global community and
developing marketable skills. Computer labs are established directly in schools and consist of five to fifteen
computers with software, printer, voltage stabilizers, and Internet connection (where available). Local teachers are
Erovided with computer literacy and curriculum development training.

Language Room: Language instruction is one of the largest unmet needs of the educational systems in Room to
Read partner countries and is often what holds young students back from being part of the global community and
developing marketable skills. Room to Read works directly with schools to make foreign language instruction a top
priority as well. The language labs allow students and teachers to access audio and video lessons to improve the
quality of instruction. The labs are used as a supplement to regular language classes, with students rotating through
the lab once or twice a week.

" At the time of the evaluation, Sri Lanka and Lao had just started operations; therefore it was not appropriate to
include them in the study.
8 Surveys were “back-translated” for each language. In other words, each country was asked to find two translators to
make sure the meaning of the first translation in the local language was translated back to English with the same
meaning.
® Cambodia used Room to Read affiliates to conduct the interviews because they ended up having unqualified
interviewers with the company they hired.
' Random sampling means that each individual or site has an equal chance of being surveyed. This is the best kind
of sample that allows for an unbiased sample. Stratified random sampling divides a population by strata or by specific
characteristics represented in the sample. This kind of sampling may provide a more accurate proportion of
individuals or sites in the sample.
" Students were the primary focus of the evaluation, and four was the suggested number to obtain a minimal, but
random sample from each site surveyed. Both primary and secondary students were surveyed. Fourth grade was the
minimal grade level to be surveyed, as it was considered a reasonable age in capturing the ability to read, reason,
and form an opinion in these countries. When possible, two teachers were also interviewed since they worked most
closely with students in the programs.
2A three-way ANOVA (4 countries x 5 programs x 2 respondent types) was used to test the overall significance of a
set of means for two or more groups.

A set of core items measuring attitudes and perceptions were statistically tested and included for comparisons.
Core items are items answered by all the respondents.
1 Statistically significant means that the finding did not happen by mere chance. A significant p-value<.00 means that
there were differences between countries and programs.
' Room to Read books are books bought and published by Room to Read. Room to Read develops new content and
publishes local language children’s books to increase the variety and quality of available children’s books.



