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To:
Reshma Madhusudan

Cc:
Aditya Kulkarni; Parag Naik

Subject:
Aralu

Hi Reshma!

We finally visited Aralu on the 27th - Aditya, Parag and I.  We were all quite impressed.  I wrote my impressions after returning from there and sent it to Aditya and Parag.  Parag was out of town, so he read it only yesterday.  Both of them have okayed it and have asked me to send it to you.  So here it is.  Please let us know your decision.

The overall impression we got from the visit is very good.  We visited one of the seven centres which are running with support from CRY and a village for which one of the six new centres has been proposed.

Most of the adults in these villages are casual labourers.  In all these villages self help groups (SHGs) of women had already been formed before the educational programmes were started.  These SHGs are run on the lines of Grameena Bank in Bangla Desh.  Each SHG has about 15 members.  Some villages have 2-3 SHGs.  Aralu has helped these people to get some help from government programmes to augment their incomes.  In the SHGs, each member contributes a small sum (say Rs 10) every week to a fund.  This money is kept in a savings bank account.  When anyone is in need of money, she can borrow from this fund.  They are thus freed from the clutches of money-lenders.  Moreover, no mortgage is required and recovery of the loan is not a problem.  Typically all the members of these SHGs, or sanghas as they call them, are illiterates. If there is a literate among them, she is trained in maintaining accounts.  Otherwise, some other volunteer helps.  (There are youth groups of men too, but they haven’t been as successful as those of women.)

I think these sanghas will play a crucial role in the success of the educational programmes.  Meryl had called representatives from various sanghas to the village we visited and we could speak to them.  The women in these sanghas appreciate the importance of education.  They are happy to have these schools in their villages.  They have agreed to pay a nominal fee of Rs 2 a month for each child.  Aralu’s long term goal is to gradually increase their contribution as their income increases and make the schools self-sustaining.  However, that may take time considering that as casual labourers they don’t even get the minimum wages stipulated by the govt.  The representatives we talked to said they monitor the running of the school, something they can’t do in the case of govt schools.  Most of the govt schools in Bidar district exist only on paper.  Aralu has been in existence since 1993 and the educational programme, started with support from CRY is two years old.  We could see that Meryl has very good rapport with the community.  Aralu would like to eventually withdraw itself and hand over the schools to the respective sanghas.

Here are answers to your specific questions:

> 1. How is the management currently coping up with running existing

> NFEs and PPCs?  Are they able to handle the work load? Have they had

> to close down any of the centers and for what reason? Do they have

> enough staff members to handle various facets of the work?  Most

> importantly can they mange running 6 new proposed centers and yet keep

> up the momentum to continue their other activities. Is there a steady

> involvement and commitment shown by the staff members.

Aralu is currently running Pre-primary Centres (PPCs) and Non-formal education (NFE) centres in seven villages.  These centres are under the supervision of a single organiser.  Each centre has a teacher and a helper both of whom are from the village itself.  The organiser is from Bidar town and visits the centers under her charge by rotation.  The proposed centres in six more villages will have another organiser.  Therefore, the new centres will be managed quite independently of the existing ones.  The sangha representatives we met were happy about the existing schools.  In the two years of running of these NFE centres, a few students, who had earlier dropped out of school, have been admitted back to govt schools.  Meryl told us four of the existing centres are running very well.  There were problems with two because the teachers got married and left the villages.  In one of them, the problem is of a different kind.  In that village, according to Meryl, due to easy availability of illicit liquor from local distilleries, very young boys take to drinking and it’s difficult to get them back to school.  These are special problems and I don’t think this means that they can’t start new centres.  The teacher and helper in each centre is from thet village itself.  They haven’t closed any school so far.

> 2. How involved is the community?  Do they have a good rapport with

> the organization?  How does the org. maintain interest in the

> community towards their activities.

As I’ve stated earlier, these villages already have youth groups and SHGs.  These groups take a keen interest in the PPCs and NFE centres.  During the initial period of the CRY project, the Aralu volunteers had spent their time to convince the people about the importance of education.  The PPCs are necessary because the day-care centres of the govt don’t function and when parents go to work, the older children stay at home to look after the kids instead of going to school.  The representatives we met said they monitor the working of the PPCs and NFEs and see that their children go to them.  The communities have a good rapport with Aralu since it and a women’s organisation called Mahila Samukhya were instrumental in forming these sanghas.

> 3. General conditions in the areas concerned - in villages where they

> plan to open the schools and in villages where they are currently

> operating. The general background of the community and attitudes.

This question has been partly answered.  The adults are all casual labourers.  Typically a man earn Rs 25 for a day’s work and a woman, Rs 10.  They don’t always get work.  In some villages there is no caste segregation but in some places even untouchability prevails.  One the the six villages chosen for the new centres has this problem.  This is the one we visited.  Unfortunately, as we arrived late there, most of the people had waited and left.  We met a handful of people and talked to them about their SHG.  Their SHG has 17 members and is seven months old.  The people we met said they would be willing to pay a small fee for their children’s education.  Meryl told us that where there are caste problems, Aralu would target the most underprivileged.

> 4. Are they getting funding from other organizations?  If so towards

> what activities?  They can send this detail in their reply to us - we

> got some answers on this

Meryl’s letter has already answered this question.

> 5. The staff should be able to take you around to at least one or two

> schools for you to get to see the operation first hand.

We visited an existing school and the site of a proposed one.

> 6. Identify atleast 2 out of the 6 villages where the need is the most

> and can get this project to a jump start. Asha too needs to ensure

> that the funds raised via donors here is put to the right use and can

> sustain their momentum.

We have told Meryl that in case Asha cannot support all the six centres, he should settle for starting fewer centres now.  According to him, the need is most in the place we visited.  If you can tell us how many centres you can support now, we can accordingly ask him to pick the places for these centres.  However, if a few chapters can jointly support all the six centres, it would be very good.

Now about the salaries.  We pointed out the disparities in salaries of the organiser and the teachers.  These teachers are not like those in city schools.  They are those belonging to the village who have studied up to SSLC.  Aralu gives them some training with the help of organisations like CRY.  Even with the salaries they get in these schools, they earn much more than the others in the community.  This is no justification for such a low salary, but explains why their expectations are low.  Their salaries are so low just because Meryl was afraid the project cost would otherwise be too high.  He explained that after it was felt in the sanghas that the teachers were being paid below the minimum wage limit, he discussed the matter with CRY and raised the teachers’ salary to Rs 1200 per month in the CRY-supported centres.  I feel even this is low considering that the same teacher has to work from 9 to 5 in the PPC and another 2 hours in the evening in the NFE.  The proposal sent to Asha was prepared before the teachers’ salaries were raised.  The helper’s salary of Rs 700 hundred per month is also low.  The helper, usually an illiterate, helps in taking care of the children.  The teacher’s work is child care as well as teaching the alphabets, numerals and songs.  These salaries can be raised if enough funds are available.  The reason why the organiser’s salary is higher is that she is more qualified (a graduate) and has some experience working with NGOs. She travels to all the villages and looks after the working of the sanghas and the schools.  In some cases she helps them maintain the accounts of the sanghas.

In the CRY-supported schools, no provision was made for the midday meal.  Children whose parents don’t come home in the middle of the day may not eat anything till their mothers return home in the evening!  That is why midday meal was included in the proposal sent to Asha.  The midday meal they plan to give is what poor people typically eat in the area.  It will be prepared by the helper.

The main positives aspects of this project are the following:

1.
It is run by a person who is very sincere and committed.  This is what we heard about Meryl from CRY and from my friends in Mangalore who are social workers and are familiar with his work.  This is also what we felt from our contact with him.  He is not patronising like many who are found in NGO circles.  He himself grew up as a child worker and studied in an orphanage.  He understands the problems faced by the poor in the area and is very sensitive.

2.
The necessary groundwork for making the schools work has been done.

The community feels the need for education and takes a keen interest in the school.  It feels that it is their school.  Aralu aims at eventually handing over each school to the community so that it can run without help from outside.

If you tell us the extent of commitment you can make, we can ask Meryl to choose the villages to be taken up first.  Alternatively, you may talk to him directly.

Regards,

Shreekumar.

