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SEVALAYA – Site Visit Report

Background

Started in 1988, Sevalaya serves people in and around Kasuva village in Thiruvallur district in Tamilnadu. Sevalaya is based on the ideals of Mahakavi Subramania Bharathiar, Swami Vivekananda and Mahatma Gandhi. The organization is headed by Mr. V. Muralidharan. He works for Tata Consultancy Services.

Though education is provided free by the government, social and economic pressures prevent children from attending schools. Sevalaya caters to the need of that segment, orphan and destitute children, who otherwise would be deprived of school education. Sevalaya has a higher secondary school, hostel for boys and girls, library, medical center, old age home and a goshala (cow shelter).    

Majority of the funds for the school is raised from philanthropies from abroad and through TCS. The school has a pucca building, with sufficient rooms, lab facilities and other necessary infrastructure. Other Asha chapters have previously funded Sevalaya.

Funds required

Sevalaya has requested Asha-Silicon Valley to fund free distribution of notebooks to thousand of their school children at Rs: 200 per child. The total amount asked is Rs: 2,00,000. The quotation is available in the project webpage. These books are bought from the wholesale notebook market in Chennai. These notebooks are for all the classes, and ranges from normal notebooks to record notebooks. Note that the government provides textbooks (the required text for the curriculum) free to all students.

Visit

Day 1: 7th May 2007

I visited Sevalaya center in Kasuva.  It was a surprise visit. The center is situated little off from the main road. The center was active and students were playing in the ground and discussing in groups under the tree. The headmaster of the school was not present that day as he had gone to the city to collect exam paper. However, upon introducing myself, I was greeted by other staffs.

I discussed with them about the school and its functioning. I was given a tour of the school, the library and the hostel facilities. The lab facilities of the school were excellent. It was good to note that the school achieved hundred percent results for three consecutive years in the high school public exam. I was happy to see a congratulatory note from President Abdul Kalam, proudly displayed in the school atrium along with many other accolades. 

The hostel is almost self run by students with help from elder people in old age home. Children share responsibilities by forming teams. After having lunch in the hostel, I had an extensive discussion with the coordinator of the center, Mr. T. S. Venkataramani. He explained me about the day today functioning and management of the school. 

The management is completely transparent and the tasks and activities are planned as a group that includes teachers, staffs and students. At the start of the year, based on the available funds, tasks to handle requirements and growth are tabulated, discussed and prioritized in a week long meeting. Then an annual calendar, with dates for each task with mile-stones is developed. Each unit head and members in the units are assigned tasks that they agree to take up. Staff increments and other incentives are based on their respective achievements and accomplishments of tasks. Sevalaya, also comes up with an annual report that includes achievements, audited financial reports and academic achievements of students.

I also interacted with students and could infer the confidence that the education has given them. Also had discussion with couple of students who had passed out, one is working for TCS and other had finished nursing and was bubbling with all energy and independence that education has provided.  

I also visited the library. The library not only serves the students and inmates of the center but also the general public. There is a good collection of books including Encyclopedia Britannica, several books in Tamil and in English, news paper and periodicals. Students have free and unrestricted access to the library.

The coordinator put me on phone with Mr. Muralidharan, I discussed with him briefly and promised him to come over the weekend to meet him in person and discuss more about Sevalaya.

Day 2: 12th May 2007

Discussion in person with Mr. Muralidharan helped to further understand the service of Sevalaya to the society. Sevalaya’s social principles are guided by the philosophies of Bharathi, Gandhi and Vivekananda. Every week there is a class on Bharathi, Gandhi and Vivekanandha. Mr. Muralidharan explained me the working of the organization, task and goal setting. He also commented on how seamlessly he manages his time between Sevalaya and TCS. After this discussion, he was supposed to be in a staff meeting to discuss tasks and achievements. I asked whether I could participate in that meeting, and the request was accepted with a welcome greeting.

Staff members at all levels were present and this two hour meeting. Availability of funds, tasks and requirements were discussed in a highly transparent and objective manner. Also interviews were scheduled for teaching positions in the school. And I could already see many candidates coming in. In the auditorium of the school an extensive seminar for the graduating class was conducted. This seminar was to help them choose among various options in higher education. This I found particularly interesting. Outside experts and counselors were giving the seminars. 

Conclusion

Sevalaya is an organization that is committed to social service where it is needed. Under excellent leadership, the organization does its service in a transparent and objective manner. Children that may be left out or deprived of school education are serviced by Sevalaya. The quality of this service is reflected in the bubbling faces of the children and in their confidence to take on the challenges of the society and to benefit from and contribute to the growing economy.

Asha for education should strive to work with Sevalaya in all relevant areas as possible.

