Prasanna Jyothi Visits

Dates: March-May, 2008 
By: Santhosh C Padmanabhan (santhosh.padmanabhan@gmail.com)

This document is more a report of updates compiled over multiple visits of short durations. Instead of going through a logical sequence of events, I have tried to organize it by aspects that came out of these visits. All names of children have been changed.

The home

Prasanna jyothi functions like a huge family with more than twenty kids. They call Sundari Aunty and Ratna Aunty as ‘mommy’. The girls are children of single parents who were no longer able to support the child or they were orphaned at a very young age. Asha Austin has been working with Prasanna Jyothi for more than five years now. More information and a background can be obtained here - http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=137
The house has multiple rooms. There is a huge hall, a covered courtyard/open roof space in the center of the house, a huge kitchen and a dorm in the ground floor. There is also considerable amount of space in the garden area in front of the house. The second floor has a huge dorm and a play room (has computer, library etc.). I had taken photos of every room and also to depict damages due to flooding from earlier rains.

Interacting with Children

During one of the visits on a Sunday, I spent quite a bit of time with the kids. I managed to communicate with the kids with the help of one of the elder kids (Nisha) who is in her second year of ‘Nursing’. She is very fluent in English and enterprising as well. We went upstairs and I spent my time playing caroms, drawing stuff with crayons and reading some books with the kids. The young children were good with associating words with objects. We kind of devised a game; where we would pick a word – an animal, plant etc., they would guess the associated color, spell it with alphabets (we had a plastic set of alphabets) and also illustrate it in their notebook. They seemed to like it and soon many kids came out with their notebooks. The kids speak very good kannada and communicate well for their age. Nisha mentioned that all kids feel learning/studying as a burden. There are allocated times for studying and kids are not excited about it. In some cases, the younger kids also cry to take their notebooks out. This is not the outcome of any specific practice within Prasanna Jyothi, rather it’s a reflection of the education system (At school, home etc.) the kids go through. The children have study hours during the weekend as well. The computer at the home keeps crashing. Most kids use it to play games. They don’t have any educational software/CDs. After the game of caroms that Sulekha won, I spent some time with Maithra and Sulekha (elder kids). With the help of Nisha I checked if they enjoyed being part of the Catering initiative at Prasanna Jyothi. They said they did like it and were happy to save some money out of it in their bank accounts. Sulekha did mention that she would be interested in pursuing some tailoring efforts as well. I also interacted with the newer kids. The sisters had just joined Prasanna Jyothi a couple of months back. They took some time to warm up, but were very affectionate and didn’t have any problems interacting with me. I also met Satya who was earlier in the hospital (her platelet count had dropped suddenly). She has recovered well and is doing fine now.

Tuition help

The kids need help outside of school to cope up with their subjects. This is typical for almost any school going child in the city. The workload of the children is on the raise and there is more stress on rote learning. In my perspective it would help immensely if someone who can make learning fun for the kids while spending time with them. But, we need to make sure that folks at Prasanna jyothi understand alternative concepts of teaching. As I had mentioned earlier, Prasanna jyothi is a wonderful home for a big family. But, education methodologies and pedagogy are not their strengths. All the children go to conventional private schools. Few kids do well in some exams too, but in the end they still are part of a systemic problem inherent in conventional schooling. Sundari mami mentioned that she is finding it hard to get tuition teachers. They are even willing to pay them. 

Religion and Prasanna Jyothi

When I was at Prasanna jyothi, the kids always started with Hindu bhajans. So, I discussed about the association of kids with any religion. When this discussion happened, Jeetu (a member of the Prasanna trust, organization that manages Prasanna Jyothi) was also present. Sundari mami, Ratna mami and Jeetu agreed that Prasanna trust and the Swami were only dealing with spiritual aspects of living. Religious bias of any kind was totally shunned. There is no restriction on kids to follow a religion of their choice. There are also no rules placed on taking new kids. Jeetu mentioned that they sang those bhajans as a prayer and that’s what they knew to teach the children.

Catering Unit

The Catering initiative is largely co-ordinated by Ratna mami. The wardens, Sulekha and Maithra also help with the effort. All of them get paid through the income received from the catering unit. At this point they make enough to support the salaries. In the future they hope to get some profit that would help move towards sustainability. They are currently trying to reach out to more companies to get contracts. If they need to expand the unit when they get new contracts, they plan to use the open space in the garden.

Privacy of children

Privacy is a very important concern for the management at Prasanna Jyothi. We discussed briefly on the content we found in public access regarding children at Prasanna Jyothi. The management wants to make a stern request to pull down any material that infringes on the privacy of the children. They requested help from Asha in following up on any such incidents.

Corpus fund and plans for the future

We discussed about the financial stability and need for financial support at Prasanna Jyothi. The funding situation is not very consistent. Though they returned a positive balance this year, this is not a typical occurrence and is due to one-time donations. In order to have a sustainable consistent support, they want to be able to create a corpus fund that will be effective beyond the time of Sundari and Ratna Aunty. They have already started approaching folks for donations to the corpus fund. There is still a need for future coordination roles after Sundari and Ratna Aunty. They feel the organization is kind of dependent on them at this point. 

Later, we had a brief discussion on the possibility of gathering all alumni (children who moved out of Prasanna Jyothi after they became independent) on a regular basis. We could also brainstorm with them in arriving at plans and suggestions for Prasanna Jyothi. The network can also help the current kids at Prasanna Jyothi looking for opportunities.

