Vivekananda Educational Society, Banashankari, Bangalore

December 2003 Site visit report by B.L. Ramakrishna

I had the opportunity to visit the Vivekananda School in Banashankari, Bangalore in December 2003 and got first hand information about the yeoman efforts of the administrators, teachers and volunteers to provide high quality education for the students from the surrounding community irrespective of their financial situation.

I was accompanied by Mr. M.K. Srinath who has personal connections with many of the folks from the school. We were greeted by the headmaster and a board member who shared with us many of the triumphs and tribulations over the past couple of years since I my last visit in June 2002. While they were very grateful that many teachers are so dedicated that they have stayed with the organization for many years despite large inequities of salaries between them and the government funded teachers. The teachers are there because they believe in the vision of the school and share the voluntary spirit of the many community donors.  Some good teachers have however left the school to seek more financially rewarding careers elsewhere. The headmaster and the board member brought to my attention the dire need for building a teacher recognition fund that rewards heavily underpaid and meritorious teachers in the form of bonuses. They suggested that a once-a-year bonus during Diwali or New Year or something like that would be a very good idea. I told them to develop a proposal around that submit it to us for consideration. They requested that Asha consider this very seriously for future for support. After about 45 minutes at the headmaster’s office, he took us around the school.    Specifically, I focused on three things during this present trip-------A) I spent some time in the science labs that Asha Az provided significant funds. The science teacher showed me around the equipment and lab benches while a dozen or so students started to prepare to demonstrate a chemistry experiment. As my background is chemistry I quizzed the students on the motivations for the experiments, the conclusions that can be drawn from the various observations, safety issues etc. I was very impressed by the enthusiasm and excitement of the students as well as their understanding of chemical principles. The students repeatedly told me that they enjoy learning science much more now because the practical aspects bring their textbooks to life! I took some video of the experiments and my conversation with the students. I was recognized by one student from my earlier visit and that girl asked me how my children were doing and what they were studying.  I thought that it would be great idea for our kids here in Arizona to share their thoughts and ideas with the kids in this school. We had tried once it earlier and it would be good idea to start it again.  B) Then I visited the kitchen which was recently repaired and facilities improved through the efforts of the devotees at Ramakrishna Ashram and after that I visited the lunch hall where the students were having their mid day meal.  Funds for Annapoorna mid day meal scheme have been provided by Asha for the past 7 years or so. We started with the level of support that can feeds about 50 children from the nearby slum. I was told that the number of needy children has increased to 150 over the years and the headmaster told me that it would help a lot if we could increase our level of funding so that all 150 could be supported by our funds. I was convinced of the need as many children do not get even one square meal a day and the nutritious mid day meal is often a great incentive for them to attend school regularly and their parents to send them here. I talked with many children about the quality and the taste of the food and they all loved it. What was also nice to see was that the volunteers and students did the work of cleaning and all that before and after lunch. C)  Finally I went to three class rooms to witness the activities and the students. The smiles on the faces of the kids and the spark of hope in their eyes made me almost cry. It made me realize again that there is tremendous potential in each of those kids and we are doing our bit to help them reach that potential. The classrooms looked a little better that 6 years ago when there was insufficient light in the rooms, sometimes two classrooms in the same big hall due to lack of space etc. The kids were working hard and the lessons were challenging. Some of the kids told me that the difference between the earlier government school that they were attending and this one is like night and day! When I asked them what one thing that we could do to help their school more, they unanimously said that we should make sure that the teachers can be kept there. 

After our visits, we came back to the school office where we were treated with some refreshments and I was asked to make an entry in the school visitors log book. I flipped some pages and saw reports from Asha volunteers from way back in 1998!

We talked about our partnership for the future and they suggested that it include environmental education, teacher recognition funds and of course Annapoorna funds. We agreed that as soon as I get back to Arizona, I will put in a request for Annapoorna funds for 150 children (which would be around $3000.00/year) and think about the other two for the next funding cycle.

I came away from my visit generally feeling good, but also saddened that there is so much more to do. It reminded me of my previous trip when I and my niece visited the slum with some of the students from there as our guides when I saw the spring of hope amidst abject poverty. During this visit, I could clearly sense the commitment of the many volunteers, the financial support that they have been able to build over the years. I felt reassured that with our involvement and local support, there is always hope for the future of the kids form that community.

