Site Visit Report – Sankurathri Foundation, January 2010

Kiran Nistala, ASHA NY/NJ
Introduction

As an instrument for social change Sankurathri foundation embodies the spirit of a caregiver, whose responsibilities do not end with alleviating the symptoms but extend to unraveling the cause. Dr.Chandrasekhar Sankurathri heads the Sankurathri Foundation in Kakinada, India and The Manjari Sankurathri Memorial Foundation in Ottawa, Canada. Founded as a tribute to the spirit of his wife and young children who perished in an act of wanton cruelty, the Sarada Vidyalayam and Srikiran Institute of Opthalmology cater to the young and the old by lighting their lives with wisdom and vision. 

Students at Sarada Vidyalayam, since the schools inception have performed exceeding well with literally no dropouts. Dr.Chandra articulates the success of his school in a rather exacting notion - 'if Sarada Vidyalayam was like any other school, there is no reason enough to exist', as a consequence Sarada Vidyalayam strives to excel in all its efforts. This aim is realized through - detailed lesson plans, reviews, tutoring sessions by a staff of dedicated teachers and through the hardwork and zeal of the kids who are eager to seize the opportunity to break away from the norm of toil and hardship that have dictated the lives of their parents. The opthalmology institute is organized and managed in a similar spirit. The organizational success of Dr.Chandra's foundation is a consequence of a unrelenting efforts, unbridled commitment and a vision that values and celebrates the beauty and strength of the creative human spirit.

An important metric for societal well being is the existence and operation of a thriving local economy. The recent years have seen significant internal migration of rural youth to nearby urban centers in search of adhoc employment. In training the local youth with basic technical skills Dr.Chandrasekhar sought to reverse the prevailing trends, and hence the inception of the vocational training school supported in part by ASHA NY/NJ. ASHA NY/NJ provided for the capital costs for building construction (which also houses the high school from classes VI-X) and for the sewing module. The current site visit was an  effort to evaluate the operation of the vocational training program and in doing provide an appraisal to the chapter and feedback to the Sankurathri foundation. 
Discussion
The inaugural class at the vocational school started in October 2009. Acceptance into the vocational programs was limited to local rural students who had completed either 10th or 12th standard and were below 20 years of age. 
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Vocational Training Center and High School Building (source: Sankurathri Foundation) 
In the first iteration, the school offered the course modules in ophthalmic assistant training and basic computer skills.A total of 11 students joined the school in October, with 6 students opting for the ophthalmic training and remainder for the computer training. A lack of adequate publicity was cited as the reason for the poor turnout. However, the limited class size translated into greater teacher student interaction and provided the teachers the time structure the program as per the needs of the students. Upon completion the six ophthalmic trainees were inducted as apprentice at the Srikiran institute, a further 9 month hands on training. However, no records were at hand regarding the graduates of the computer program. It is important that an alumni database be maintained to help incoming students network with previous graduates and such record keeping would also help in evaluating the long term success of the vocational program. Further it would be instructive to conduct exit interviews at the end the program as means to evaluate teacher performance and for guidance to improve course content. Custodians at ASHA could certainly participate in formulating these questionnaires which could serve as means for assessment for ASHA and the Sankurathri foundation alike.
The spring session started on February 1, 2010. Courses modules included sewing along with basic computers and ophthalmic assistant training. The attendance has significantly improved, with a total of 46 students (with another 30 women waited listed for the summer sewing module). Listed below is a break-up per module:
· Basic computer skills - 9 women
· Sewing module - 29 women
· Ophthalmic assistant training – 8 (3 men and 5 women)
Despite the slow start the vocational training is garnering attention and surely student interest. It would interesting as to see how things evolve from here, but if the Sankurthri history is any guide, this endeavor is once again set to scale new heights and great expectations for the students and management alike! 
  

