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Aralu was started in 1993 by Mr. K.T. Meril, who also serves in the capacity of the Director. Currently the project coordinator is Mrs. Lalitha, who came across as a very committed person, and shares an excellent rapport with the people in the villages where Aralu works. The people, especially the women respected her opinion and called on her for advice every time she visited in the village.

The other staffs that I met were Prakash, Rajamma and two other people whose names I don’t recollect. In addition there was an accounts person.

The main area of focus of Aralu is education of children belonging to repressed groups of society such as Dalits. They also stress on child rights and are actively working on generating awareness for it and on combating child trafficking. Child trafficking has been a constant menace in this part of Karnataka for quite a while, but the problem has been slowly brought under control through the work of Aralu and other social organizations in the area. Another area of focus is on development of the community in each village and train and empower them to be able to be self-reliant. Self-help groups have been designed keeping this in mind, both for the women and the youth. The self-help groups for women are definitely doing much better than that for the youth, in particular the male population. The women are being encouraged to organize themselves in to groups of 10-20 and these groups meet once a week and discuss various problems and issues. They have also been encouraged to save a sum of Rs. 10 or 20 per head and this money is placed in the bank. It serves as a source of money if somebody in the group has immediate need for the money. This has ensured more self-reliance for the community and less dependence on moneylenders. Women in the group have also been able to use the money they save to buy livestock or land for farming etc. The women themselves keep the accounts, which helps them to understand and gain knowledge on money matters. In some cases, one of the youth in the community helps out in the maintenance of accounts. Another encouraging outcome of the self-help groups is that nearly hundred percent of the children belonging to the families of women who are part of SHGs go to school. So the SHGs have also helped in furthering the cause of education. The SHGs are also part of the Indira Gandhi Federation, whose meetings occur once a month and similar issues as in the SHG meetings are raised in a forum where different SHGs get to interact with each other; learn from each other and help each other out.

The Asha-supported endeavors of Aralu include pre-primary centers for children in the villages of Kamthana and Yedlapur. The PPC includes a small room where the children can study/rest/sleep and a verandah where straw mats are laid out for the children to be during the peak of the summer. There is an area for the children to play in the evening. The pre-primary centers cater to children in the age group of 1-6, providing them a fun-environment in which they can learn as well and thus be encouraged to continue to go to school. The PPCs also serve a double purpose since the helper enables baby-sitting young infants as well. Normally young girls are required to stay back at home and have to look after the younger ones. The PPCs enable the girls to come and learn while the helper takes care of the infants. There is a 60% transfer rate from the PPC to government schools. Each PPC has one teacher and one helper. PPC teacher training is conducted once every month. Regular meetings with parents are held where the parent gets to discuss issues they might have about the functioning of schools. The PPC in Yedlapur had more than 30 children; these not being exact figures; the encouraging point however being there were many new entries in addition to 100% continuance. The number of children in the PPC in Kamthana village had decreased during the time of my visit owing to a murder in the proximity of the school, which had discouraged the parents from sending the children. However, the teacher was hopeful that the children would be back in a few days. Another reason for the decreased numbers was that it happened to be the season of marriages and a number of kids were not around for those reasons.

When I looked at the boys to girls ratio, it was quite encouraging to see the ratio below 1 in the case of the PPCs, which meant that there were more girls than boys and that stress was being laid on encouraging girls to go to schools. However from speaking to teachers and the people there I gathered that the boys to girls ratio in higher classes definitely goes up and number of girl dropouts increases as one starts looking at the higher classes.

The children albeit a bit shy at seeing a new comer, seemingly not from their planet, dressed in a different way and saddled with a camera, when stimulated showed immense enthusiasm performing admirably. They could recite alphabets, count numbers, a few could count nearly till 100, and they sang songs that portrayed values in life. There was a young boy by the name of Sachin who definitely was outstanding. He counted from 1 to 100 very confidently. The children could also identify fruits, vegetables, animals, birds, etc. They are also taught crafts and use some play toys to learn while having fun at the same time.

One of the highlights of my trip was meeting Suhasini. She is currently studying in 5th standard and had been in the Kamthana PPC before proceeding to the government school. She secured the first rank (A) in fourth standard out of a class of 25 students and has been doing exceptionally well despite the difficult circumstances at home, as her father is unemployed and the only earning member is her mother who is a daily wage laborer. Her subjects include Kannada, science, social science and English, with Kannada and English being her favorite. 4 other students from the PPC also made it to a nearby English medium school. This is where I believe we could make a bigger difference in the lives of these children. In my opinion we should have a system by which volunteers should be able to pinpoint children of outstanding potential and we should be able to fund the higher education of such kids giving them the opportunity to realize their dreams. A lot of young boys and girls back out of higher education due to various economic constraints. If we can help them individually then it would make a huge difference in their lives. 

A key problem in both PPCs was electricity. There was just a single light bulb and no fans available. The environment was quite uncomfortable in searing temperatures of 45-46 degree Celsius. The problem of electricity is compounded by the fact that the electricity department has a policy of 6 hours power supply to the villages, alternating between either a supply in the day or in the evening. Ironically a new government-run college close to the village gets power through 24 hours.

Another reason for high dropout numbers in some of these villages are the distilleries located close by. So a number of children end up working in places that serve liquor and in some cases there is even consumption of liquor by young kids. Child trafficking and child marriage is still prevalent in a number of places.

Panchayat meetings are held once in three months and the above-mentioned issues are discussed. There has been a decrease in the number of children who dropped out of school but there is still a lot of work that needs to be undertaken to stem the rate of dropouts. There are about 40 government schools in the area. The government schools have a mid day meal programme in place for the children. Also free books and other stationery is given to the children and this has helped in bringing more children to school. To help children who drop out of school, there are about 40 drop out groups organized in about 20 villages. There are local volunteers who teach these children in the evenings and help them where they are weak. In order to stem the rate of dropouts, Aralu also organizes a bridge school for a period of six months in the summer where dropouts are helped in areas where they are weak and encouraged to reenter the government schools. The bridge school is in its third batch, with 50 students. Street theater is also being used to attract the attention of children towards education and decrease the number of children working. Evening classes as part of the dropout groups are also held for working children so that they can learn and be motivated to go to school.

Aralu is working with the community and the government to nurture the development of Anganwadis, so as to enable Aralu to move out to other areas where the requirement of the schools is more. One anganwadi is set up for every 500 people. It again has one teacher and one helper and on an average has 25 students. However in my brief visits to the Anganwadis and the feedback from the people in the area, Anganwadis are definitely well below their potential. Irregularities continue to plague the anganwadis. In one of the Anganwadi, I couldn’t see a single child. The lack of trained teachers and committed teachers is definitely a minus point, both in anganwadis as well as in government schools. Sometimes teachers in government schools are from the city and hence have to travel as much as 50-60 kms to reach the school, which causes irregularities. The irregularities definitely discourage both the children and the parents hesitate to send the children to school.

Another observation that remained consistent with almost all the villages I got to visit was the lack of any high school i.e. schools had only classes till 7th or in some cases 8th standard.  Thus most children stopped schooling at 7th or 8th standard. There were a few cases where there was a high school nearby and some of the kids managed to go there and finish their schooling till 10th standard. These young boys mostly all were from one village and had finished their pre university education as well and were looking to pursue B.Com. or other degrees. Ironically it was in the same village that I saw maximum number of dropouts. I did talk to some of the women from that village as well as these young boys. Also I got to talk to one of the volunteers from that village who was taking care of the dropouts group and also a newly opened science resource center, the second of its kind in the area. The problem stems from the fact that the majority of the people in the area are working laborers. Their daily wages vary from Rs. 10 to Rs. 20. So they end up working both in the morning and in the evening at times. The kids are left home to take care of the young ones, to clean and to take care of the livestock. In some cases, I saw kids working as daily wage laborers too. The parents push them to work as they serve as an additional earning member in the family. There was one case where the parents were adamantly forcing the girl to work in their dhaba as education had no use in their opinion. So narrow-minded opinions and lack of awareness on part of the parents still plagues the area.

The science resource center serves to supplement the government schools by providing instruments and other interactive learning modules for science and maths. There are charts and posters that portray various scientific principles. The government schools definitely lack in teaching aids. Weakly once children from the government schools are brought to view the exhibits and learn more about them. There however is the requirement for capable people to run these resource centers. One such center is already ready and another is being established. An aspect that needs to be looked into is the ways in which science and maths is being taught to the children. The requirement in my opinion is to make it more applied and of relevance to the lives the people in these areas lead. For instance focus on agriculture, poultry and dairy.

I also got to visit the Asha supported residential school for children, which has 20 orphan children as well as children of laborers. Since it was vacation time, most of the children had gone to their guardian’s place and there were only about 7-8 kids there. The bridge school is held in these premises. There is a person named Rebecca who looks after the children and there is also a cook. A couple of attendants take care of the plantation. The children have breakfast and dinner at the home while lunch is in school through the mid day meal plan. There are times when the government schools run out of provisions, in such cases the kids come home for lunch and go back to school.

There is a plantation being developed, where in fruits and vegetables are grown, and used in the preparation of food for the children. Water scarcity has been a problem with the rains being scarce. Although there is a bore well, it is still limited by the electricity constraints. The development of a poultry and dairy center is also underway where poultry and dairy training could be imparted. Other vocational training centers also have been set up; for instance there is a tailoring center, which currently has 3-4 machines.

On the whole, the trip provided me with the opportunity to get a feel of the work that is happening at the grassroot level. It was a great educational experience. 

