20th Jan 2009
Site visit to MICDA (school and land/habitation near Puttur)

Sunil Laxman ( linuslax (at) yahoo (dot) com)
I reached Tirupathi station  at around 6 am, where I was picked up by Dr. Subbaramaiah (Dr. S).  We stopped briefly at his house, where I was able to shower and grab a quick breakfast.  After this, we set off by car towards Puttur and the land/habitation and the MICDA school.

(Side note/personal story: along the way, Dr. S was talking about his childhood, and how he managed in utter poverty to educate himself.  We happened to pass close to Dr. S’s childhood village, so we detoured to visit it.  He showed me his childhood home, a single room thatched hut (now in a state of significant disrepair), without electricity or access to water.  Apparently, things have changed little in this hamlet since the seventies, since most houses remain very poor (though many now are “pucca”, and have electricity).  It was indeed inspiring to see how a person from such humble and poor origins could indeed educate himself and then transform the lives of so many).

We reached the MICDA school at around 9 am, just as the morning assembly was concluding.  The approach road, a few kilometers from the highway, has been significantly improved, with a tar road in good condition now in place of the potholes that existed earlier.  As we reached the school campus, the staff and students of the school were just finishing a loud, slightly off note but enthusiastic rendition of the national anthem, and then marched off to their classes.  At this time we didn’t disturb any of the teachers or their classes.  We instead decided to go around the school and inspect the premises, since it has been over 3 years since I last visited.  The campus remains superb, and had this been my first visit here, I would have been astounded at the quality of the building and surroundings.  Dr. S has done an exellent job in ensuring a superb campus for the kids to play.  The main building remains the same, with some significant extensions.  The first floor (ground floor in India) and most of the second floor existed previously.  The classrooms remain neat and clean, with good lights, fans and blackboards.  In addition, the laboratory room (on the second floor) is now complete and fully functional, with a very nice lab bench and sink (often overlooked in typical government school type buildings).  However, since the school is now only upto the 10th standard, the lab is used only a little (with the few practical classes required for 10th standard science), but the school is fully equipped to handle classes for 11th and 12th, if they ever get the permission to do so.  On the third floor (terrace), Dr. S has constructed a small 3 room + kitchen house, which could serve as a potential girls hostel in the future, if the school ever expands to that stage.  Currently, there is just a bed, a TV and a barely functional kitchen inside, and Dr. S’s very old mother is temporarily staying there.  The remaining part of the terrace has sufficient columns to allow for the construction of two or more floors with more classrooms if ever needed.
The overall costs of construction of the school (funded by Asha Seattle and to some extent by Asha SV and Delaware) was only ~13lakhs (first floor) + 16 lakhs (second).  Given the overall quality of construction here, this was a steal, and Dr. S has ensured a superb job.  In addition, I was now able to see the completed toilets.  Again, the toilets are superb, and I can honestly say that I have never seen such good toilets in any Asha supported project or any other NGO project or government school I have visited.  The boys toilet was locked when we visited (and apparently the boys just prefer to run to the fields or forest if they need to go), but the girls toilet is being used, and I think it is a huge boon for the older girls, who get some privacy.  The toilet is fully equipped, with flush toilets and plenty of running water.  The little kitchen that had been constructed (for only around Rs. 50000) is functional and sufficient.  Overall, the money has been very well spent on the building infrastructure.  There are two water tanks that supply borewell water to the school, with plenty of provision for drinking water for the students/staff.
In addition, the play area and entrance to the school is immaculately kept, spotlessly clean, with lots of trees and plants.  The play area has been improved with the addition of poles for a volleyball net, badminton net, parallel bars etc.  

After going around the entire campus, we then decided to head out to see the land and habitation in the area.  This part of the report can be found on Dr. Subbaramaiah’s fellowship page (http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=575).  While the land issue is related to the school, and a majority of the children are from the habitation of these formerly landless lower castes, it is beyond the scope of this report.  We returned to the school at around 11 am, and then went to some of the classes.

Note about the students: My earlier project visit reports have more details, but in brief, the students of this school are from the absolute poorest and lowest sections of society.  They are ALL first generation learners, with all their parents being illiterate or barely literate.  Just last year, after an epic 25 year struggle, the land pattas were given to the workers there, so each family now has 1.5 acres of formerly jungle land, now agricultural land.  The parents of these children are either scheduled or very low caste, or tribals.  Many of the families are broken, with some men either marrying a second time, or abandoning their wives/children.  With some tribal families, even the women sometimes abandon their husband or children.  Given this background, it is a challenge to educate all these children.
I observed a couple of classes (4 and 5) quietly from the outside through the window, and was able to watch for a few minutes before either the teacher or the children noticed me, became conscious and then quiet.  I was happy to note that the classes were quite noisy, with the students largely answering the queries of the teachers without too much intimidation, and often with good involvement.

We then stepped into the 9th grade class, which was having a lesson in civics (social studies).  My almost non-existent Telugu was a handicap, but with a mix of broken Tamil/Kannadaized Telugu and Dr. Subbaramaiah’s translation, I was able to ask the children a lot of questions (thankfully I understand Telugu well enough).  We started off with simple questions like the name of the chief minister of Andhra, the former chief minister, the name of the prime minister, president of India etc.  Then we asked them the name of the different political parties these leaders belonged to.  The children enthusiastically and correctly answered all these questions.  Then I asked them if they had a chance to vote in the upcoming state elections, whom would they vote for.  The class had some 15 students.  Ten or so of them enthusiastically said they would vote for the actor Chiranjivi’s Praja Rajya party, while the rest said Naidu and his TDP.  None apparently liked the Congress or YSR (not surprising, since the state administration had given the families in this area no support or help whatsoever in the past few years, and many landlords in this region had exploited the people).  Their unanimous choice of the actor though agitated Dr. S, who asked them why they would vote for him.  One kid said that Chiranjivi promised “nyaya” (justice) for the poor and had set up blood banks.  Dr. S then went on a passionate talk on how actors hadn’t done anything for people, they just spoke dialogues, had no real qualifications etc, and then told the kids that they needed to think hard before voting and not be carried away by glamor, since leaders have a significant impact on their lives.
We then continued to ask questions, and I tried to take the questions towards my own passion, science.  I asked them to name the former president of India, and many of them knew APJ Abdul Kalam.  I asked them what he had done, and someone said he made rockets.  So I conveniently asked them if they had heard about the recent Indian moon mission, Chandrayan.  Most of them had, and some even had an idea of what a satellite was.  Many of them knew the names of the planets of the solar system, and there was a short talk on the possibilities of extraterrestrial life.  Overall, the kids were very bright.  I asked them what they wanted to become, and some of them said lawyer (to “fight for justice”, clearly their parents and Dr. S’s struggle has had some impact on them), engineer, teachers (very popular with the girls), doctor.  With Dr. S’s help I was able to even tell them that I was a scientist.  They didn’t really know what a scientist did, but they asked questions, and Dr. S was able to explain.  I was very impressed with this class.  One of these kids was the former district topper when he took the seventh grade exam a year and a half ago (572/600 marks).  An interesting observation: I asked the children how many of them had TVs, and a third of the class raised their hands.  The rest apparently also watched TV at their friend/neighbor’s place.  Most of them said they watched the news regularly, and also watched some Telugu soap operas and movies.
We then went to the tenth grade class (who would take their board exams in a month or two).  There were 14 kids out of 16 listed.  I enquired about the other two, and found that one boy had to drop out (because he had no father, and his uncle had moved away to another slightly distant habitation).  But he was still going to take the open 10th standard exam.  The other girl dropout had a sadder story, she had been married away by her family, in spite of pleas from the school staff.  This is a recurring problem, since many of the parents don’t understand enough about education, especially for their daughters.  Again, in this class the majority of the students were girls (10/14), and all were quite bright.  I was quite surprised when the principal and Dr. S pointed out some of the tribal girls.  It would be impossible to guess from their neatly groomed appearance, pretty bindi and earrings, and very tidy salwar suits (we had earlier seen some tribal families who lived beyond this habitation, and their kids were all neglected, ungroomed and dressed in torn rags).  Again, this class was quite bright, and many of them wanted to join the police force, or become a lawyer, or doctor, teacher etc.  Dr. S took this time to tell them about other professions like nursing, the administrative services etc.

We then had a late lunch with the staff in the little library/staff room.  The library has some books, but they are mostly in English, while the children are all comfortable in Telugu (not surprising, since no one in pretty much the entire district spoke much English).  Dr. S and I talked about starting a dedicated library hour during the day, when the kids could read anything of their choice, and he hopes to start that next year, with lots of Telugu books (about national leaders, short stories etc).  I also suggested the possibility of having 2-3 computers for the students.  I have little doubt that the students here would learn a lot with access to a computer, and will not only learn some essential skills, but it would also do their confidence a world of good (when they move on to college and the towns/cities).

Financial reports and other details:
I went through the piles (literally) of carefully kept accounts, student attendance charts, staff salary and attendance charts etc, and the book keeping and auditing was excellent, with even minor expense bills preserved (Rs. 20 for chalk, Rs 35 for paper) (though Dr. S was very apologetic for not being able to send this information to us in the States).  The financial reports are in very good detail, with very meticulous documentation and audited reports, and there is nothing here to worry about.

The present headmaster was confident that this year at least 4 students would get over 500 marks out of 600 in 10th (and all students would pass with a distinction, first class or second class).  Having seen the kids, I think it is very likely.
We talked about former students.  Many of them have actually made it to college, and since they are all scheduled caste or tribals, they do get some government scholarships etc.  The one student who was last year’s district topper is now doing well in the Rajiv Gandhi Institute (called an IIIT or something) with a full state scholarship, and apparently he gets a laptop computer and a single room (something of great amazement to the teachers there).  

Teachers and their performance:
Given the area and the availability of teachers (they all have to come from the small town of Puttur, some 20 km away, by bus), the teachers, though not great (by elite urban standards) are the best you can get in the area.  While they are rather straight-jacketed, they all seemed sincere, know their students very well (they could all rattle details about any student, from their family background to their abilities), and were trying hard to do a good job.  Dr. S ensures that he gets the best out of the teachers, given their ability.
The one problem remains with retaining teachers.  Most of these teachers stay a couple of years, and then try to get a government teaching job.  The MICDA school reputation is now very good in the entire region.  It is hard to blame the teachers since a government job is really a way towards stability in their own lives (and the pay is fantastic and permanent).  This year too, 4 of the teachers are writing the exam for government teacher jobs (the state government, as an election year sop, has announced a huge drive to recruit more teachers, two months before election time).  These teachers have resigned (for the next academic year), but are currently still in school, to ensure that the present 10th standard do their exams well.  They are coming to take special classes for the 10th standard students.  But I see no long term solution to this problem, and it is something Dr. S will have to face.
The last hour of school was left for play (around 3-4 pm).  I was very happy to see all the kids rush out (girls and boys) and there were boisterous games of cricket, rings (for the girls), football (soccer), some kind of volleyball like thing, catch etc.  The sports equipment Sowmya had sent is being put to very good use.
Concluding comments:
Overall, I see a fantastic improvement in the school (which I have been involved with for over 5 years now).  While it is not a school where innovative teaching methods etc are practiced, it is now giving these children a chance of a great life, and is doing a very good job in the area, given all circumstances.  I’m very gladdened to see the overall progress this school is continuing to make over the years, and feel strongly that Asha should continue supporting this school.  This is particularly because the local government administration is quite bad, and is unlikely to do anything to give more support to the school (in spite of Dr. S’s efforts).  This school has shown remarkable progress (which I have been able to observe for the past 5 years or more), and does as well as it possibly can given all the limitations.  I would strongly recommend that Asha continue to support this school, given the impact it continues to have on the lives of these kids.
