TEA Trust (Chengalpattu, Kancheepuram Dt) site visit report

Date: 9 Feb 2008
Team for Education and Action Trust (TEA Trust) is an NGO in Chengalpattu (Kancheepuram district, TamilNadu) that Asha has been working with for a long time. Some background information about TEA trust and its work can be obtained from http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=201.
TEA Trust is running a residential middle school called Little Flower School in Karumbakkam village in Kancheepuram district, details of which are available at http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=637. The operational expenses of the hostel, staff & teachers’ salaries, and food & other expenses for the hostellers are all currently funded by a German agency - http://www.nandri-kinderhilfe.de/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=32&Itemid=56.  Asha Chennai received a proposal from R.S. Arputham, the Managing Trustee and School Correspondent, for some additional funding with budget as follows:
	Mid-day meal: Rs.5 x 106 day scholars x 95 days
	50,350

	Milch animals 2 cows
	30,000

	Build brick walls to separate classrooms
	 1,00,000

	Level playground with 200 load lorry sand
	1,00,000

	Refrigerator
	15,750

	Play material, Swing 1+2+3 seater
	30,000

	Sea-saw and wave slide ladder
	25,000

	Sound system – tape recorder, speaker set
	30,000

	Salary of cook: Rs.1000 x 4 months
	4,000

	Total
	Rs. 3,85,100


The proposal includes Rs.1,00,000 towards leveling the playground. Meanwhile, WAH 2007 approved funding for repair and maintenance of this school to the tune of around USD 6700, which also includes Rs.1,00,000 for leveling of playground - http://www.ashanet.org/workanhour/2007/projects.php. Arputham clarified that he did not know that the exact details of WAH funding and if it was approved, and hence decided to include in the request to Asha Chennai as well.
A 21 rupees bus fare from T.Nagar, Chennai on MTC bus #500 took me to Chengalpattu in an hour and 15 minutes on a Saturday. Arputham picked me up in his moped and we rode to the school about 12-13km away and got there at about 9:45am. It was not a working day for the school but a bunch of students, including hostellers and day scholars, were gathering around for a Child Rights training session in the school that morning. He gave me an introduction to the school and profile of the children studying there. The school started as a primary school in 2002-03 with 37 students and saw student strength rise to 44, 95, 143 and 177 in the subsequent years. The school starting having classes VI and VII in 2006-07, and is still awaiting approval for middle school status from the government. It can have class VIII only after it gets this approval, and not otherwise. It has 202 children enrolled this academic year with the break-up as follows:
Day scholars: 60 boys + 46 girls

Hostellers: 56 boys + 40 girls
He mentioned that the school got approval for class VI recently, which usually makes the approval for classes VII and VIII almost automatic but they do not have any official order yet. He showed me the attendance registers and they seemed to be in order. He said that the children are taken to the nearby Primary Health Center (PHC) for regular health checkup; there was a notebook for every hosteller containing his/her medical history, prescriptions, etc. as well.
We then went around taking a look at the classrooms, the hostel and the building in general. The primary classes are in the ground floor spread across two rooms. Each of these rooms is separated by wooden barriers to create classrooms. One of the requests, as you may note from the table above, is funding to build brick walls to replace these wooden barriers to sound-proof the classrooms from each other. All the classrooms have benches and tables that were provided by Asha. One section of the first floor has classes VI and VII, and a staff room that also has science equipments on tables along the walls. The other section of the first floor has one big room separated by a wooden barrier. These serve as boys and girls hostels. The children store their stuff in a trunk typically lined along the walls and sleep on straw mats. There are four bathrooms and three toilets on this floor. As we walked along, Arputham showed me the damage on the walls caused by heavy seepage of rainwater from the terrace during the monsoons. We then walked up to the terrace and I noticed that it was completely unfinished with a rough & rocky surface. He pointed out that the surface gets badly damaged every monsoon and a weathering course is absolutely necessary to prevent further damage and seepage. I understand that WAH 2007 has already approved Rs.1,18,100 for repairing and altering of terrace.
After this, we walked to the corner of the campus facing the road where a cowshed is put up. There were 3 cows there, 2 of which yield milk he said. Arputham told me that this is not sufficient for their current needs and hence the request for 2 more cows. There are also ten new toilets being built near the cowshed and is funded by the German agency. This should definitely help the teachers, day scholars and hostellers alike. I noticed that the entire ground around the school was about 8-10 inches, if not more, lower than the school building. He had earlier showed me photos of this ground heavily waterlogged during the monsoon. They have been unable to grow trees for the past several years because of this problem.

We walked back across to the kitchen and dining area. This is where the children, about 100 of them, were seated and waiting for the training to start – I interacted with them for a while, asked them a few Maths & English questions and left. I then checked out the kitchen and noticed that it was almost empty – the cook said that there were a few issues including lack of ventilation, leakage and dampness during monsoon which had forced them to move the cooking range outside. 
It had started drizzling and as we walked back to the office, and I noticed that the corridors were already being flooded by the rainwater. I can certainly imagine the plight of the corridors during heavy rains! I then had a chat with two lady teachers who also serve as hostel wardens (forgot to record their names) for a bit, thanked them for the job they were doing, had the tender coconut that was offered and prepared to leave. As it was still drizzling, I took up the offer to be dropped at Chengalpattu in the school jeep.
Update 1:

Arputham did not have the audit reports in the school when I went and so he mailed me copies of audit reports for fiscal years ending 2004, 2005 and 2006 later. I called back to request for audited financial report for 2006-07 and am still waiting for it. 
Update 2:

The proposal was discussed in the Asha Chennai meeting on 18th February 2008, and the item to fund mid-day meal for day scholars was approved pending clean audit reports. Asha Chennai will release funds monthly starting this month from its buffer. The other items in the budget will be discussed in the next meeting after the site visit report is sent out to the group.

Update 3:

Received the audit report for 2006-07 on 19th Feb 2008 and went through the reports for all four years. Had a couple of questions that Arputham provided convincing answers for. Otherwise, the accounts and reports seem to be in order and there are no flags in my opinion. 
-  Bhaskar Venkateswaran

