Site visit report – Pazhassi Raja School, Periya, Wayanad, Kerala, India.

By – Vinod Khader (Asha Munich).

Date of Visit – January 23, 2006.

We (myself and my Mother, who is a retd professor) started from Trivandrum by car on 21st Saturday afternoon and stayed at Cochin that night and started for Wayanad the next morning. We reached Kalpatta by 22nd evening (~ 500Kms from Trivandrum), where we had arranged for accommodation. Though less developed compared to other places in kerala, the roads were good and we had a nice drive through out!

We started at 9am the next morning. The school is located between Mananthavady and Thallasery (Around 50+ Kms from Kalpatta).  Since it was an un-announced visit, we were not sure on whether Dr Nambiar would be there at the site. Again we had a good drive through the tea, coffee, rubber plantations and partly forest areas. It was not difficult to find the location since all the people on the way knew the school well. The small road from the main road to the school (~ 1 km mentioned in the last report) is not finished yet (partially done) and is not really meant for the small cars! (Realized that well a bit late, unfortunately!!).

We reached the school by around 10.15am and met Ms Sujatha, who was then teaching the third (or 5th?) class students. I could hear some maths lessons from the next room. She called Mr Siju from the office, who was the acting head master. Nambiar sir wasn’t present at that time. He had left the school the day before (Sat & Sunday) in a jeep to get back the students who had not reached back to the school from home after vacation (Xmas, New year leaves) and weekend. Nambiar sir had brought a few students back on Sunday evening and had gone out again. 

There was a small shop near the school (part of the school building rented for Rs 450 (?)). We managed to call Nambiar sir, who had been to Mananthavady (20 – 25 kms from the school). He was in fact trying to get a person to repair the computers at the school. It would now take at least one hour for him to reach back the school. So we decided to go the classrooms and meet the kids. Most of the class rooms (except 10th and 3rd) were in a separate building, which was 100m away from this building. This was the building that was made with the help from Asha.

First we went to the 7th standard class room were Srilatha teacher was taking Malayalam (Kerala’s language) lessons. Siju sir introduced us to the class and we got a loud “Namaste Sir”. (I managed to convince a few that I am not a Sir, but a “chetan” – brother in Malayalam). Spend some time there and moved upstairs to the 8th standard. 8th std had maximum students. Around 22 students were present out of the total 30 (?). Some of the students were very good. Anju sang a song and then Pushpa read the hindi poems quite well. Anju wants to become a teacher and would join this school (She is not sure whether the school would take her then(). Jinsha was the topper in many subjects. But she was quite shy to answer the questions. I heard that Hariprasad was good in singing. But he was not ready to do so. He didn’t return to the school after the Xmas vacation and Nambiar sir had been to his house on Saturday to get him. Couple of them promised to show and train me to use bow and arrow that evening. Some children told me that they like to use computers (mainly playing games). But the machines are not working for the last one-month and these kids are waiting for it to be back. I asked them about the future plans. Some of them told me that they want to study more, but not sure of it as there won’t be a 9th standard next year. (9th std wont be there since there is no recognition for this from the Govt side.)

After that we went to the 5th (?) class room. They had only less than 10 kids there. Sudesh read some Malayalam and Maths lessons there and Ambili sang. We again distributed the Chocolates there and moved to the 6th standard. They too had more than 20 children with some active ones like 8th std. Abhilash had a book full of his own paintings and most of them were really good ones. Kids were able to read the English books reasonably well. But they didn’t understood the meaning well. One boy told me that he was scared of asking the meaning to the teacher. I asked them to sit together and read it in the evenings and ask doubts the next day. Then we went to 1st and 3rd standards.

Nambiar sir reached the school by then and we went to the staff room in the same building. Some thieves had entered that staff room that weekend. Fortunately they were no valuable things there. Sir showed me the footmarks. They had iron drills only on the ground floor. (See photo “Nambiar Sir near Main building by Asha.jpg”). So one could climb up stairs through the 1st floor corridor and then move inside. 

Nambiar sir explained us many details on the school. 

· 100% of the students are tribals. (There used to be some non-tribal students before. But stopped based on the direction from the Govt). The main tribal communities are Paniya (backward, very artistic), Kuruma, Adiya, Katunayka, and Kurichy. 

· Before Xmas they had 228 students (For the year 2006). A few of them are yet to return from home after the vacation. So the number of kids are less at present. They had 421, 311 and 278 children in 2003, 2004, 2005 resp. After vacation many of them don’t return and most times Nambiar sir has to go to different places by Jeep and get them (Spend around Rs 2000 this weekend to get kids – Fuel, Driver etc). 

· These days they are not trying to get back all the students (who run away) due to lack of money to maintain the school. This is the reason why the numbers of students are reducing each year.

· Government gave funding for 2004-05 (Rs 12 per Kid per day for 6 years – 1999 to 2005). They stopped it 9 months back (No funding for 2005-06) saying that the condition of the school and tribals in that region are good and funds are not required any more. 

· Currently there are 11 regular and 4 vocational teachers present (8 were present today) other than the other Admin staffs. The salary for the teachers varies from Rs 2500, to Rs 3500.The number of non-teaching staff (around 15 ? – Kitchen, accounts, admin) is more than what is actually required. But they are required to satisfy the Govt norms for the state funding that they used to get till last year.  All the teachers are educated and qualified. I had personally met Siju, Sulekha, Srilatha and some others. It is very hard to get teachers to this remote location for subjects like English, Science, Maths, Computers etc.

· The trust members are active only for agriculture and similar activities! Have to attract some young hands to take responsibilities.

· Currently doing agriculture (rice) on 1 acre land.

· The process of getting recognition for the 9th, 10th standard is not yet done and hence can’t give TC to those students. 

· The 10th standard details for the last 3 years had been like this – 

2004 : 16 passed out of 20,  2005 : 16 passed out of 25., 2006 : Total – 20 (Around 15 seems Ok). 

· The higher secondary schools at following places provide further education opportunities (11th, 12th) : Thalapuzha, Mananthavady, Katikkulam, Panamaram. But all the students are not moving forward. Eg – Prashanth finished his 10th from our school and stopped it all after 11th. Nambiar sir told me that this boy was quite good. There is no one to push these students (the way its happening here) for further education and again the family environment is not quite encouraging.

· Annual day is coming on 18th Feb with student activities like singing, dancing etc.

· Could some one try to get 3 old PCs for the school? They are using some very old machines and we could get some for free from our companies. Would be easy to ship from Bangalore.

· There is a biology lab available. Spend Rs 100,000 from General funds.

· Library is good and kids are using it.

· Not using the Water tank because of not having electricity there. Tanks above the office buildings are being used now.

· Currently the school could handle around 500 students in terms of infrastructure. But there is a serious problem in raising money for the day-to-day expenses. Some details - ~ Rs 50,000/month as salary, ~ Rs 60,000/month for food (70+ Kg rice), ~ Rs 20,000/month as misc expenses. Around Rs 10000/student/year. A total of Rs 150,000 required / month.

Following are some of the options/ideas that came up for the future during our discussion.

1. Have only classes from 5th to 8th. Without recognition, it’s not feasible to have 9th and 10th though it’s important to have those. Kids could go to other schools till 4th. But with other schools, there won’t be any one to push these students as in the case of this school. There is a UP school (till 7th standard) 4 kms away.

2. Take some non-tribal students from near by areas and collect fees from them. Since the school has infrastructure to accommodate more students, this is a valid option. Govt had placed restrictions before that they should take in only tribal students. And also have to see how many such families would be ready to send their kids giving fees.

3. Buy some cows and reduce the cost for food. Good point for this that there won’t be much cost in maintaining cows since food is available. But the school had some cows last year and had sold them since there was no one to take care of that during holidays. So how would this be handled? Also the cost advantage from this is not solving the actual problem of money, but it’s just a support step.

4. Get funds to buy some land, say 4 or 5 acres, with rubber or coffee etc and raise money out of it. Again has to do a proper study to see if it would solve the actual problem. Also when would it give returns?

5. Handing the school to the Govt. This has obvious pros and cons. Funding won’t be an issue any more. But this would affect the current quality as there wont be any one to move around like it is now. Also it would be hard to attract teachers to this remote area.

6. Support a child program would be practical and Nambiar sir is also interested in that. Asha team could work with him on the specifics.

7. Currently there are stitching and carpentry classes for students. Can we think of revenue from these? Any other similar options?

8. Involving panchayats in some of the activities?

The above (plus new and better ideas) could be considered. (We at Asha should try to be active here as well instead of just providing money)

· Along with raising additional money from within and outside, we should also think of reducing costs. 

1. One major part of the cost is obviously related to food and cooking. Currently wood is being used for cooking, which is easily available here. The back up is cooking gas. We need to do a cost-benefit analysis of the whole thing and should think of potential improvements. Examples could be things like Scheffler cooker (The over all cost for this is just 1.5 months cooking cost!). But first we need an analysis to understand the ground situation. For eg, Scheffler cooker would be practical only if sunlight is available most days.

2. Solar panel is being used already here as a back up. Had spent Rs 7500 recently for repair. Getting used only in one building.

3. Currently the ground is very big and IMO we do not need such a big ground. There is some other land as well, which is part of the school. Have to initiate a plan to utilize these areas to do agriculture (To sell or use).

4. Reducing the number of non-teaching staff to required levels.

· Asha had given $8250 in July 2005. This has been completely used for the monthly expenses from June to Aug 2005. Expecting the next $8250 now. This would handle the expenses till Jan (Already over!!). In my opinion, this is not a working model (in the long run) and alternative source and options has to be considered. Again, we at Asha should play an active role in finding long-term reliable solutions.

· Spend a lot of money (Not all from Asha) and effort on infrastructure, which we are not able to fully utilize now. Spend very little on revenue generating (and cost-reducing) aspects. This I guess is a general phenomenon and IMO there should be a complete plan when we develop such projects. Though late, we should now try to see what could be done on this one or all the effort and energy from Nambiar sir and many others would become futile. Unlike schools in cities, here it is quite hard to get funds or collect fees.

· Related Asha chapters and the people at the school could have brainstorming sessions and could come up with possible solutions, which could be discussed together. After detailed analysis, we could implement some pilot tasks and monitor for some time. I would be happy to be involved in this in every possible way. I personally recommend stopping all further infrastructure development tasks (unless it is absolutely required). 
· We could even think of generating revenue by renting the school premises (Hall, cooking facilities, stage, ground etc) for activities (eg, marriages and other functions) to local people. This way we could add revenue and also get involvement of local people.

In the mean time, we had lunch from the school. The food was simple, but quite good. It was nice to see the kids cleaning the place them selves after food. We had some more discussions before moving down to see carpentry, stitching classes, library etc. Afterwards, we (myself and Nambiar sir) went out for a walk to see the surrounding areas. Saw one girl on the way. She studied here till 10th and now doing 12th outside. Then we went to the tribal leader’s house (He is a trust member and vice chairman of the school). None of them are very keen beyond a limit. Even this person’s son stopped after 8th!!

On the way back, we saw many people playing volleyball. Some of them were old students. They haven’t continued their studies and are working in the near by areas. Govt generally give land to the tribal people for free. Though it is in their name, they are not the ‘actual’ owners. They just get some little money daily for their work (in their own land!!!!) and almost all spend the money in alcohol. But there has been a remarkable change in the area after the school came in and I could see the respect the local people had for Nambiar sir. Hopefully, with education, these people would learn about their rights and would bring up a better (next) generation and I think that would be biggest achievement from this school.

One other thing that I have noticed is the obvious difference (physical, health and attitude) between the kids from lower levels like 1st to 3nd and 6th to 8th. The bigger kids seem really healthy and you wouldn’t get a feeling that they are from a tribal back ground. That itself is a visible example of the changes that the school is able to bring on these kids.
Now we reached back and watched the kids playing cricket. They stopped at 6.00pm and the prayer started afterwards. It went for almost an hour with lot many songs, with Anju, Hariprasad and many others leading. There were around 100+ kids and the teachers for the prayer. Nambiar sir explained the importance of discipline and very many points after the prayer. It was quite a good experience to be there with them for the prayer and be part of it. 

After that we had spend some time talking to them and giving the remaining chocolates. I had missed the class 10 students in the morning and a few had been back from home by afternoon. By then all the kids had become quite open and wanted us to stay back there that night and I agreed to get there and stay back another time. By then I had become a “Chetan” from “Sir” completely. We started back by around 8.15pm.

On the way back we had a small problem with the gear shaft after a stone hit the bottom of the car. Nambiar sir helped us to find a mechanic and they fixed it by 10.00pm. The mechanic was not ready to take money from me since it was Nambiar sir who had taken me there. Finally I managed to convince them both and we reached back Kalpetta by around 11.30 pm.

Note – Please send a copy of this to Nambiar sir as well; get clarifications and corrections, if any. I might have missed some points or might have put some thing wrong.

Vinod

