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' Technology meets education as more

Tutoring Virtually U.S. students use instructors in India.

By MARILYN BROWN and hasts sights set on millions in
The Tampa Tribunie federal tutoring dollars funneling
HAWTHORNE — A 17-year-old to states, starting with Florida.

high school student living in rural The question, says Krishnan
Hawthorne is learning English Ganesh, founder of TutorVista,
from his tutor in Bangalore, India. ~may be how well the competition

Four times a week, Justin to America’s giant tutoring com-
Knowles sits at the dining room  panies is received.
table, laptop open, messaging The federal government spends
and talking to Kishori Prabhu. His  tens of millions nationwide on
mother found TutorVista through  private tutoring for students un-
an Internet search. der the federal No Child Left Be-

“We joke about it all the time,”  hind law. If TutorVista can qualify
Janet Knowles says. “Justin is totap into thatmoney, it would be
learning to speak English from a competing with tutoring giants

foreigner.” He does speak English  such as Sylvan and Kaplan, with Photo from David I. Barkoe
but admits his spelling and gram-  tutors in India paid the equivalent ~ Kishori Prabhu, in Bangalore, India,
mar are horrible. of $275 to $300 a month, Ganesh tutors Justin Knowles in Hawthorne

At $99.99 a month for unlimit-  said, although they all have gradu-  via the Internet.
ed one-on-one tutoring, online ate degrees and teaching creden-
tutoring from India is less expen- tials.
sive than American private tutors Americans shouldn't balk at
charging $50 an hour or more. buying education at a lower cost
Available 24 hours a day in most from India, he says. “It’s like buy-
subjects, kindergarten through ing from Nike and Reebok. Par-
college, it's also more accessible.  ents are very happy getting their

It blends four of today’s hottest ~ shoes.”
topics: outsourcing, free enter-
prise, technology and education.  See ONLINE TUTORING, Page 4 B>

Soon, TutorVista's service will  TutorVista hopes for federal money.
be free to all children in 10 poor,
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rural counties across the country, Keyword: Tutor for a video
including Hamilton County. The cBO of a Florida teen using
~ Tribune photo by MICHAEL SPOONEYBARGER company also serves private cus- TutorVista for online
Justin Knowles, 17, is d in English grar through TutorVista, pany in India. For $99.99 a month, he m iy ins Riowl tutoring from India. Map by The Associated icees
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el LOULELD, ddll LIE WS 100KINgG for
another area where his global re-
sources could be used.

“I looked at the millions of dollars
in funding the government is spend-
ing on students for private tutoring,”
he said. “A lot of it is mass tutoring. A
child requires more personal atten-
tion than what a classroom can give
them. To do that in the U.S. is too
expensive.”

TutorVista secured $2 million in
capital funding from Sequoia Capital
India for its expansion into the Unit-
ed States in late 2005. Sequoia Capital
also backed innovators from Google,
Yahoo! and Cisco Systems.

So far, TutorVista has about 600
customers in the United States, said
Jarrod Brown, the 27-year-old philos-
ophy major who is TutorVista’s aca-
demic director in the United States.
He works from his home in Kentucky;
his other U.S. partner works from
California.

‘There’s Almost A Stigma’

One barrier to the American ven-
ture is attitudes, Brown said.

“There’s almost a stigma attached
to tutoring in the United States,” he
said. “In other ... [parts] of the world,
the idea of having a tutor is accept-
able. It's supplemental education.”

No Child Left Behind mandates all
states offer poor students from re-
peatedly low-performing public
schools either transfers to other
schools or private tutoring. Florida
has one of the highest numbers of
qualifying schools in the nation.

In 2005-06, Hillsborough County
enrolled nearly 5,000 students in
those private tutoring services, the
highest number in the state. This

Justin Knowles uses a graphic notepad during his online tutoring sessions. Here,
also uses headphones and instant messaging on his laptop to connect with his i

year, $9 million is available for up to
5,700 students to get about $1,250
each in private tutoring, said Jeff Ea-
kins, Hillsborough’s director of feder-
al programs.

In addition, the district has been
approved by the federal Department
of Education to compete with 77 pri-
vate tutoring companies for parents’
business. Eakins said the district can
provide more tutoring with certified
teachers at a lower cost than private
companies.

Whether TutorVista will be added to
the mix in the future is to be seen. The
state has approved 168 private tutor-
ing companies to provide the NCLB
tutoring, DOE records show. Of those,
27 offer some sort of distance learning.

Those state-approved tutors must

be fingerprinted and have certain
background checks, said Mary Jane
Tappen, deputy chancellor, K-12 stu-
dent achievement.

“That would be tough to get in In-
dia,” Tappen said. One tutoring com-
pany was required to drop a tutor
working out of India, she said.

Not a problem, Brown insists. “We
can provide background checks and
fingerprinting. I'm hoping an equiv-
alent in India will be sufficient.”

Meanwhile, TutorVista is forging
ahead in Hamilton County.

“Everybody thought it was a super
thing to do,” said Vivian Scott, Hamil-
ton County Schools federal programs
and reading coordinator. “We're
meeting with TutorVista ... [today] to
work out details and hope to get word

: i
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he’s working on object complements. He
nstructor in Bangalore, India.

out to parents Wednesday.”

Tutoring will be offered to all 2,000
students in the district’s five schools,
Scott said. Transportation and com-
puter access are concerns because so
few families have computers or high-
speed Internet access. The district will
leave schools open later, work out ac-
cess with the library and call on
churches for bus transportation, she
said.

“Providers don't like to go to small,
rural districts,” she said, noting that
only six tutoring companies signed up
last year to serve 80 of the 114 students
the district had money to serve. The
district will monitor the students to
see how much help the distance tutor-
ing provides, Scott said.

Justin Knowles is one of those stu-

“Iwas getting A’s and B's in English,
but I didn’t know grammar at all.” he
said. “All they do is prepare you for”
the Florida Comprehensive Assess.
ment Test, the state’s battery of re:
quired tests. o)

Now the high school junior is strug-
gling to diagram sentences but said
his work is improving. |

InJanuary, the family tried a private
tutor, a certified teacher, for $50 an
hour. It didn’t help much, Janet
Knowles said. =1

Bye-Bye From Bangalore

InJune, the family found the Indian
company. Despite having to adjust t¢
an Indian accent, Justin Knowles said
he is learning a lot during his one-
hour sessions. Besides the $99.99 per
month, the family spent about $50 for
headphones and a graphic notepad 80
he can write on the computer’s white
board as well as type messages. There
is a slight delay in the conversation,
which is dotted with polite discours
constant inquiries as to whether h
understands, “yes, ma'ams” and act
knowledgements of “excellent, excelr
lent.” |
He requested the same tutor for
continuity and sets up subsequent
meetings as each session ends. Thursr
day night, communications crossed
and Prabhu thought he had canceled
his session. They finally connected,
but halfway through the session she
said, “Thave another student, so today
I only have half an hour for you,” and
they set up a Sunday session. \

“Thank you — and bye-bye,” she
said from Bangalore.

Reporter Marilyn Brown can be reached
at mbrown@tampatrib.com or (813)
259-8069.




