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CEO’s Report 
 

2019 – A Year to Remember 

2019 has been an eventful year for us at 40K. With all of the changes that characterised 2018, we 

came into 2019 with a fresh perspective, renewed energy and the passion that had carried the 

organization through the years to where we were today. 

We began the year focusing on solidifying our partnerships in Cambodia and India. Our pilot in 

Cambodia with 4 schools was progressing well, with a lot of good learning on how an in-school 

curriculum-aligned program will work in Cambodia.  

 

       

 

In India, our partnership with Whitefield Ready, a local volunteer organization, had started strong and 

was slowly evolving into a mutually beneficial collaboration. 

 

       

 

This was just the beginning! Through the course of the year, we’ve had several reasons to celebrate: 

 

 



1. We’ve signed an MoU with the MoEYS in Cambodia  

                                  

This is an incredibly exciting development because it signifies the success of the pilot we did with the 

4 schools. The MoU now allows us to roll out our program to 250 schools in 7 provinces in a phased 

manner – A huge win for the team, led by Rachel - our CPO and Vanessa - our Country Manager, that 

worked so hard to set up and implement the program in a new country! 

With the MoU in hand, our team swung into action to start building relationships with provincial and 

district level administrations, community groups and schools. By the end of November 2019, we had 7 

new schools enrolled on the program, along with 3 of the pilot schools. Our growth journey in 

Cambodia has well and truly begun! 

 

2. In 12 months, our enrolments grew from 300 to 3000, a 10x growth! 

 

 With the pilot schools renewing their contracts with us and another 7 schools coming on board, we 

ended the year with 10x more students than at the beginning of 2019! 

 

 

 



3. Our students have continued to achieve good learning outcomes  

As they say – the proof of the pudding is in the eating! We have always believed that our success lies, 

not just in building a fantastic product or winning new partnerships, but in delivering learning 

outcomes for our students. On that front, the team and I are incredibly happy that our students have, 

consistently, continued to outperform a control group of students on their baseline test performance. 

                                       

 

4. In a first for our team, we trained 25 teachers from 10 schools in Cambodia  

With a new team in Cambodia, taking on a training program for 25 teachers was no mean task. 

However, ably led by Bharathy, our Head of Programs, the team did a great job of delivering the 

training program, winning high praise from the teachers and the MoEYS. 

          

 

In short, 2019 has presented us with a new opportunity for growth. It is now up to us to build on this 

foundation that has been laid. That is the work we have set out to do in 2020. 



With growth comes new learning. We now have a growing team across multiple locations and 

multiple stakeholders across continents. Communication becomes key. Through 2019, we have been 

internally focused, working through multiple changes and transitions. As a result, our communication 

with the outside world hasn’t been as robust or as frequent as we would have liked. In 2020, we hope 

to get better at this and work on ways to build a consistent communication channel with our external 

stakeholders and well-wishers.  We started this effort with a monthly newsletter, The PLUS Post, 

giving our audience a peek into the work happening on the ground. In 2020, we will add more 

channels and types of communication, learning and evolving as we go. 

2019 has also taught us that we are resilient when faced with change. 

- Whether that change is about re-building our core product offering: 

To cater to the needs of two different markets, we re-aligned our product offering into two separate 

product lines – one specific to Cambodia and the other for a Global audience. 

 

- Or about re-thinking the way we work: 

This year, we made another tough decision on the Pod front, moving number down even further to 4. 

These four pods now serve as test environments for us, giving us direct access to the communities we 

serve. 

- Or even if it requires internal transformation: 

In what was probably the biggest change we had to go through in 2019, Clary transitioned from the 

role of CEO to the role of Chairperson of the board. For an organization our size, that is a big step and 

meant a considerable adjustment for the team. In addition to Clary’s move, Rachel Bennett, the 

primary driver for Plus English to become what it is today, made the hard decision of moving back to 

England after several years of being away from home. We wish them both well in what we hope will 

be a new and exciting phase of their careers. 

Internally, the team has been amazing at managing these transitions, with support coming in from all 

directions to Jesse and I as we wrapped our head around all of the changes and decisions. 



With every change comes an opportunity – and so it was for us as well. The leadership transitions 

allowed us to pause and rethink the setup of the executive team. We moved from a 4-member 

leadership team to a 2-member executive team + a 4-member extended leadership (senior 

management) team, creating a two-tier decentralized decision-making structure. The idea was that it 

would allow for more direct inputs from the ground and shorter decision making cycles (after all, who 

knows the customer better than the people on the ground!).  

Overall, it’s been a rollercoaster year for us!  

As we head into 2020, we remind ourselves of all the good things that happened.  

We won the EdTechReview award for the emerging EdTech company of the year, our first recognition 

in India!  

 

The team, though significantly smaller in size, has become more diverse, with a new 3-member team 

in Cambodia joining us.  

Our Board has grown in size and strength, with two new members. Bernard Ferguson, who is an R&D 

Team Coach at Atlassian, brings with him several years of experience in product & team management 

as well as a deep understanding of 40K from his role as partnership manager for the Atlassian 

Foundation. Our newest board member - Trish Clancy, who is an MD & Partner at BCG, brings her 

expertise in large scale transformation and strategy to add a new dimension to the varied skill sets of 

the 40K board.  

As we step into 2020, we know we have our work cut out for us. Our focus, as always, is going to be 

on maximizing impact for our customers and partners. We have opportunities before us and we 

intend to go after them with everything we’ve got! 

Until next year! 

Swetha   



ABOUT 40K 
 

Mission 

To provide world-class education programs that accelerate learning outcomes for people in restricted 

environments. 

Vision 

Anyone can afford high quality education regardless of their location. 

Our History 
In 2005, Clary Castrission and Karyn Avery, two university students from Sydney Australia, took a holiday to India 
that would change their lives forever. 
 
Upon witnessing firsthand the devastating impact of extreme poverty affecting so many children, Clary and 
Karyn’s life took a complete departure from the career trajectories they were on. 
 
Clary and Karyn believed that education would change the lives of these children, and open up opportunities to 
change and shape their own futures. Five years later, the Banyan School opened its doors to its first children. 
Had it not been for 40K’s work, the 200 children who are now at the school would still be spending their days in 
a nearby quarry with their parents.  
 
Now that the school is opened, we’ve added years of further learning in how to identify need, plan projects, and 
successfully implement them. 
 
The Banyan School was just the beginning for us. 
In moving forward, we wanted to be more cost effective and if we want to extend our reach to thousands more 
kids, then building schools was not going to be the answer. 
We have found a better way in the form of 40K PLUS. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Our Values 

 

 

 

 

  



OUR ORGANISATION 

 

Board of Directors 

Our Board of Directors are responsible for guiding the strategic direction of the organisation and is 

accountable for our actions and the impact of our activities.  

 

Mr Clary Castrission 

Bachelor of Commerce, LLB (Hons), MBA 

Founder, Consultant at BCG 

Mr Andrew Vickery Hipsley 

Bachelor of Commerce 

Board member McDonald’s Japan Ltd, Member since 2010 

Mr Gordon Stalley 

Bachelor of Engineering 

Executive director and Founder of Premier Fire Protection 

Mr Les Szekely 

Bachelor of Arts, Master of Laws 

Managing Director Gran Prix Capital, Former Tax Consulting Director Deloitte Private 

Mr Bernard Ferguson 

Bachelor of Information Management & Systems 

Former R&D Team Coach at Atlassian 

Ms Trish Clancy 

Master of Arts in Development Economics 

Managing Director & Partner, BCG 

 

Management Team 

 

CEO – Swetha Prakash 

CFO – Jesse Whelan 

CPO – Rachel Bennett 

 



Our Work 
 

In the digital age, English is becoming the global transactional language and a lack of access to English 

severely limits the opportunities available to children. In Cambodia, the growing tourism industry has 

further increased this need for English. 

40K’s innovative learning platform addresses this need by curating & localising online material onto 

an offline system, that allows children in low-resource environments to learn global English within the 

constraints set by their environment. Our theory of change is that when children can read, write and 

speak English, they can read to learn and engage in basic conversations, which lays the foundation for 

future education & employment. 

 

Key Achievements for 2019 

• Children enrolled in PLUS showed more than an 18% improvement across skills over children 

in a control group, based on data from internal baseline tests. 

• MoU signed with Cambodia government for expansion of the 40K Plus program. 

• Pilot schools renewed both in India and Cambodia. 

• Globally relevant and streamlined GSE-aligned product rolled out. 

• Grade-level, standardized product rolled out for Cambodia that takes into account the 

feedback received from pilot schools. 

• Standardized, structured pedagogy designed and validated across all school implementations. 

• Middle management layer hires made to strengthen overall execution and free up exec time. 

 

Impact 

Our theory of change is that when children can read, write and speak English, they can read to learn 

and engage confidently in basic conversations, which, in the long term, will improve their socio-

economic status through increased education and employment opportunities. 

While the long-term impact of the program is yet to validated, we have been able to validate short-

term impact through our baseline test reports that show an 18% improvement across skills for 

children on our program. 

Anlong Ak, one of our pilot schools, reported a 30% increase in the number of students passing the 

9th grade national English exam.  

  # of students who 
scored less than 25 

# of students who scored 
more than 25 

Total % Pass 

2017-18 22  23  53 43% 

2018-19 16 54 74 73% 

 

 



Outcomes and Results 

The key outcomes from our MEL report are below.  

Strategic 
Objective 

Category Start of Project End of Project 

Children 
Learning 

Well 

Learning 
Outcomes 

• Children enrolled in PLUS 
showed nearly 18% 
improvement across skills 
when compared to a control 
group. 

• Further validation of learning outcomes from 
baseline test conducted in Cambodian pilot 
schools.   

• Anlong Ak, one of the Cambodia pilot schools, 
reported a 30% increase in the number of 
students passing the end of year Grade 9 exams 
in the 2018-19 academic year. 

Product • Global product, though 
complete, didn’t have 
learning outcomes clearly 
defined. GSE alignment was 
being considered as an 
alternative. 

• GSE-aligned global product developed and 
launched in less than 6 months with scope of 
product increased to include CEFR A2 level of 
competencies.  

• Cambodia product completed for grades 7 – 9. 
Based on learnings from the previous year, basic 
modules were included to bridge the gap for 
children with no previous exposure to the 
language. 

Tech platform • Version 3 of technology 
platform launched with 
more features. Stability 
still an issue. 

• Version 4 of tech platform released with ability to 
store content in SD card to overcome the internal 
storage size restriction, improved content 
templates, greater stability. 

 

Target Result: Students demonstrating accelerated learning outcomes. 

In the 2018-19 academic year, we conducted a baseline test, with PLUS students in India and our Pilot 

school students in Cambodia.  

INDIA BASELINE TEST 

Results Overview 

PLUS students have shown an overall average improvement of 20%. 

These results have given us strong direction for PLUS areas for improvement and focus going forward. 

Specifically, there are key skills that PLUS students require improvement in – reading comprehension, 

listening comprehension and conversational skills. 

 



 

 

PLUS impact was observed to be strongest in phonics skills, such as letter sounds, and non word 

reading. 

Compared to previous years’ data, PLUS students have shown remarkable improvement in dictation, 

compared to the control group. Further research to be conducted on why the change in trends with 

this group. 
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CAMBODIA – BASELINE TESTS 

• The 40K Plus Pilot project was carried out between 2018 and 2019 in 3 secondary schools, 

reaching a total of 225 students. 

• The students who received the program were in Grades 7, 8 and 9. 

• All classrooms received the same program and the same number of tablets. 

• All English teachers were given the same training at the beginning and during the 

implementation. 

• While the program was technically for 1 academic year, the actual number of functioning 

months were around 8. 

• Students used the program for 2 hours every week, guided by their English teacher. 

 

Impact assessment Part 1 – Grade 7 & 8 

o A baseline test at the beginning and end of the pilot to evaluate progress. A control 

group of a similar school was chosen and the same tests were conducted there as 

well. 

o A standardized test based on the Pearson’s Young Learners Assessment was used as 

the baseline and endline test.  

o The test consisted of 3 levels – 

▪ Level 0 indicates the students who didn’t pass Level 1 

▪ Level 1: Have mastered pre-requisite learning outcomes 

▪ Level 2: Have mastered half of around 50% of grade level learning outcomes 

▪ Level 3: Have mastered all of the grade level learning outcomes 
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https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/pearson-test-of-english/pearson-test-of-english-young-learners.html


• A similar % of students came in with a learning deficit (Level 0) in both the target and control 

groups. 

• 17% more students in the target group overcame their learning deficit and progressed to 

achieving grade-level outcomes (Levels 1,2,3). 

• 7% more children in the target group went into Grade 8 having mastered all pre-requisite 

learning outcomes (Level 3). 

 

 

• A similar % of students came in with a learning deficit (Level 0) in both the target and control 

groups. 

• 32% more students in the target group overcame their learning deficit and progressed to 

achieving grade-level outcomes (Levels 1,2,3). 

• 28% more children in the target group went into Grade 9 having mastered all pre-requisite 

learning outcomes (Level 3). 

 

Impact assessment Part 2 – Grade 9 

• The end of year Junior High exam was considered as the benchmark for performance.  

• Failing in more than 1 subject could result in the student repeating the year and hence the 

stakes are quite high. 

• The exam is out of 50 marks, with 25 marks being the “cut-off”. Any students scoring above 

25 marks is awarded an extra point to add to their overall end-of-year score. 

• We decided to use the scores from this exam as our benchmark for two reasons: 

o The exam is conducted by the school, without our intervention, thereby removing 

any potential for bias/error. 

o The teachers had remained the same in all 3 schools over 2018 and 2019 and 

therefore it was logical to assume that the impact of the teacher on the scores had 

remained constant. 

55%

16%

57% 50%

25%

21%

36%

25%

5%

11%

7%
15%

53%

25%

TG Baseline TG Endline CG Baseline CG Endline

Grade 8 Performance

Level 0 Level 1 Level 2 Level 3



• Note: The scores are as reported by the school. We have no other mechanism of verifying 

individual student scores. While this could potentially mean that the 2018 data has been 

skewed to make the results seem better than they were, we do not see any incentive for the 

school to falsify the 2019 data, which corresponds to our intervention year.  

 

• Overall, atleast 10% more students passed the end of year exam. 

• For the reasons mentioned earlier, this increase in pass % is directly attributable to the 

introduction of the PLUS English program in these schools. 
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Impact Stories 
 

Story: The 40K Plus connection 

Bangalore has a very high percentage of migrant population and thereby a diverse variety of 

languages in use. It is very common to find people who can communicate in more than two 

languages fluently, with English being one of them. As a non-speaker of Kannada, I have never 

faced any trouble with communicating within the city.  

One of my first field visits was to the 40K Plus Pod at Mylanahalli, a village outside city limits. 

Thanks to Google maps, I got to the village, beyond which it was up to me to find my way to 

the pod. Having learnt how to ask directional questions in Kannada, with a bit of mime thrown 

in, I managed to reach the location. The facilitator hadn’t arrived as yet and the students were 

playing outside. They were intrigued by my presence and a few bold students came up to me 

to find out why I was there. 

They started talking to me in Kannada and quickly realized the futility of that. One boy asked 

me “40K Plus?” to establish if I was lost or if I was, in any way, a danger to them. When I 

answered in the affirmative, they settled down and gathered around, smiling at me.  

Then the conversation started. “You wait for teacher?”, “Teacher will come now”, “This your 

car?”, “Where you come from?”, “Teacher live far away” and on and on. We had a good 

conversation for about 20 mins till the facilitator arrived to open the pod. 

It didn't matter that they used broken sentences, it didn't matter that they used bad 

grammar, it didn't matter that their sentences has missing words. What English had given 

these children in the remote village was the option to satiate their innate curiosity. 

Interestingly, during this entire conversation, my mime skills were not needed. Till I reached 

the location, I spoke to adults for directions and needed to constantly use mime. Here, the 

students and I stood like a bunch of people at a party, hands folded, talking to each other 

about mundane things. What connected us was 40K PLUS and our knowledge of English. 

- Bharathy, Head of Programs 

 

  



Story: A Volunteer’s Perspective 

My husband Alex and I felt extremely privileged to have the opportunity to volunteer with the 40K 

PLUS program in Cambodia. Having thoroughly enjoyed our previous travels to this fascinating 

country, we looked forward to returning and giving something back to a place where we had met so 

many kind, smiling people and beautiful souls. We had also heard a lot about the success of the 

program and looked forward to seeing it in action.  

After travelling through rice paddy fields and lush, green rural landscapes to arrive in the province of 

Kampong Cham, we got our chance to witness the program’s appeal first-hand. Given the task of 

assisting with the baseline testing of signed-up schools, Alex and I were excited to meet the children 

and get an understanding of what school is like in rural Cambodia.  

After visiting these schools, we could see that they were lacking in some resources, however it was 

clear that the passionate teachers and school directors were determined to create the best 

environments possible to inspire their students to learn.  

Many of the teachers and school directors at the newer schools were incredibly eager to implement 

the 40K PLUS program and schools who were now in their second year had become 40K PLUS 

advocates. 

The enthusiasm of these teachers and school directors for the program was only eclipsed by that of 

the children. When one school was asked what was their favourite subject? All the children said 

English. It was clear that these year seven, eight and nine children understood the important role that 

the English language would play in their lives and that possessing this skill would open up a world of 

opportunities for their future, including the chance to go to university. 

During the testing we saw that this hunger to learn English was ever present. Despite the fact that 

there were all different levels of aptitude, both in terms of English ability and experience with tablet 

use, all the children were enthralled. The game style format of the app made it incredibly fun and 

intuitive and the celebratory animations and alerts when they chose the correct answer or passed a 

level, brought a smile to their faces and made them feel encouraged to keep trying. 

It was wonderful to see that children from other classes were so intrigued and excited during the 40K 

PLUS sessions that they stood in the doorways and windows to watch, while some children didn’t 

want to stop using the program even after they were done with their testing 

The many advantages of the 40K PLUS program were impossible to ignore. We were impressed that 

despite the lack of resources in these schools, the program could run easily via the ‘Raspberry Pi’ 

through which all the information and data was successfully communicated and stored without the 

need for an internet connection. Also, the importance of the children’s exposure to tablets was 

undeniable, for those who could not afford such technology at home, this was a chance to gain some 

experience. 

We could see that the program would also be very helpful to the teachers, as not only would 

improved results make them look good, but would also mean fewer lessons to prepare and more time 

focused on students. The schools would also benefit from having tangible results to demonstrate 

improvements.  



We were saddened to find that some of the year nine students from the newer schools were unable 

to write their own name in English. This example plus many others like this showed us that there is 

huge room for improvement in the standard of English in these schools and that the 40K PLUS 

program would be hugely beneficial. 

We also couldn’t speak more highly of the program and its Cambodian team of General Manager 

Vanessa and Program Officer San who welcomed us warmly to the team. Their tireless efforts to 

introduce as many children as possible to the 40K PLUS program in Cambodia had a clear impact. Not 

only did we witness the passion for the program from existing participants but we also saw a number 

of other schools come onboard during our time there. 

We loved our time volunteering with 40K PLUS and we look forward to following their progress and 

have not doubt that there will be much more success in future! 

 


