About the Organization

Economic and social empowerment of the poor by providing proper education, health is the mission with which Dr. Chandrasekhar Sankurathri established a foundation called Sankurathri Foundation in 1989 in loving memory of his wife, Manjari Sankurathri and his two children Srikiran and Sarada who fell prey to the fateful event of Air India (Kanishka) disaster on June 23rd, 1985. Not very often we find people who have gone through such kind of experiences, bounce back to transform their lives to strive towards creating a meaningful impact on the needy sections of the society. The foundation’s activities are carried out from sankurathri campus established on a serene three acre plot in a rural area, 10 kms from Kakinada town in Andhra Pradesh.  The foundation runs three major programs in the area.
· Sarada Vidyalayam – An upper primary school.
· Srikiran institute of Opthalmology – An eye hospital.
· Disaster Relief – An emergency relief operation.
Since its inception in 1992, Sarada Vidyalayam has been inspiring and educating students in a rural area outside of Kakinada, Andhra Pradesh. From the teaching methodology, to its standards, to its values, to its vision Sankurathri is a model for schools across India. The school began with twenty five children in grade-1 from the neighboring villages in 1992. It currently has 110 students (44 boys and 66 girls) attending grades 1-7 affiliated to the state syllabus in a Telugu medium setting. 
Report

The following is a report on the site visit conducted on the 16th of Aug’06 for evaluating teacher’s salaries project being funded for 2006–2007 by Asha–NYC/NJ and discussing the existing / required infrastructure and for a prospective vocational school.
It was a one night train journey from Hyderabad to Kakinada, the capital city of Andhra Pradesh. Sankuarthri foundation happens to be in a village called Kothur, on the outskirts of kakinada town. It is no surprise that Dr.Chandra was generous enough to arrange for my pick-up and accommodation at his house. Sankurathri campus is a beautiful half hour ride from the Samalkot train station. The lush green paddy fields of Godavari districts bring them the privileged status of “Granaries of Andhra Pradesh” and Kakinada is no exception. 
I reached the destination at about 8:00 am. The school is a wonderful sight and is located in the Sankurathri campus, which also houses Srikiran Institute of Opthalmology.
A typical day in the life of a Sankurathri student 
The school starts at 8:30 am calling upon an orderly congregation of teachers, staff and all the children where they offer prayers to God, and conduct a few recitations that set the tone for the entire day. All the kids arrive at least 10 – 15 min early and are busy submitting their homework and getting ready for the assembly.
The following is the order of the recitations/activities during the assembly
· Attendance
· Vandemataram

· Guru Brahma mantra

· Saraswati Gayatri mantra

· Sai Gayatri mantra

· Pledge

· News( One of the students is called upon to brief the headlines in the local newspaper)

· Quiz ( A few general questions are posed by the school principal or one of the teachers based on hygiene, education, religion in no order of preference )

· Neeti Padyam (classical poems(satakas), one-liners which parents and teachers usually emphasize to promote the right conduct, social and moral values to young children)
All these happen in a span of half hour. The recitals are so melodious to hear and it is certainly one of the most impressive and captivating events of the day. (see pics IMG_378, IMG_379, IMG_380 and IMG_381).The congregation disperses in an orderly fashion starting from grade-1 who form a queue and circle around Goddess Saraswati’s statue and go to their respective classrooms. Classes for a few grades are conducted outside in the tree shade and it is due to the serene ambience that most children actually do prefer to learn in the outdoors. Every grade gets this opportunity as they conduct classes in the open-air on a rotational basis except a few odd days in winters when the children are kept with the classrooms.
Classroom and Exam structure

The day is divided into 2 sessions. Session-1 (9:00 a.m. – 11:45 a.m.) and session-2 (12:30 p.m. – 3:45 p.m.) with a lunch break from 11:45 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. The school operates Monday through Saturday. There are 8 class rooms which are ventilated very well with desks spaced to seat no more than 2 children, unlike other conventional schools where 3 to 4 kids would be accommodated on similar sized desks. Students are taught the regular subjects including languages (Hindi, Telugu, and English), mathematics, science and social studies according to the state syllabus. Each grade is assigned a class teacher who would monitor the overall performance of the students. The exam scheme (4 term exams, a quarterly exam, a half yearly exam and a final exam) is very much like any other conventional school except for the fact that on every major test, the management gets to decide 15% of the questions that appear on the exam.
Children from the 7th grade have to go through the state board final exam to continue their high school studies. The following picture (see pic-IMG_0382) shows the statistics of the matriculation percentage of the 7th grade students since 1999-2000, as it relates to the quality of education offered at Sankurathri.
Sankurathri has very stringent admission procedures which calls for strong commitment from the parents. The management reviews all applications on a case by case basis and conduct personal interviews with the child and its parents. Once the reviews are done, initial selections are made for a typical class size of 20. All students are mandated to be in a 1-month probation period until sankurathri confirms their final admission. There have been no records of students dropping out of sankurathri so far.

Cleanliness, Health and Discipline
There is a strict policy that all children must come to school in neat uniforms provided by school. This necessitates their parents to wash the other pair every day. All girls are mandated to get their hair double braided before they come to school and boys get regular hair cuts. The school also does regular health check-ups and provides timely vaccinations to their families as well. Occasionally they also conduct health fairs to create awareness towards importance of maintaining hygienic and a clean environment. Another point to be made note of is the beautiful handwriting of the kids. It is hard to find an exception. There is also a talk that most schools in the neighborhood envy the handwriting of the kids at sankurathri. Here are a few samples (see pics- IMG_387, IMG_388)
One of the most interesting aspects of discipline followed by these kids is vivid in the way they line up and get ready for the mid-day. (see pics- IMG_408, IMG_409, IMG_410).This is remarkably different from every other school where we see a rush of crowds from all the grades to celebrate the recess. The students here at sankurathri seem to take this break as an opportunity to prepare themselves for the next half day. The school sponsored mid-day lunch has extremely high nutritional values and most students find it better than what they eat at home.. The students seat themselves on the floor with crossed legs, and offer their first handful of the food served to God called “Brahmarpanam (Offering to God)” as a way of showing their gratitude to the divinity. “Discipline at sankurathri is not taught. It is their way of life”
Extra/Co-curricular activities
Sankurathri foundation clearly understands that extra curricular activities are the best way of venting out the day-to-day stress and occasionally bring out the artists in them. Also the teachers at sankurathri strongly believe that exposure to extra-curricular activities is critical to well-rounded development. They dedicate the last period 3:00 pm - 3:45 p.m. during everyday of the week for one type of activity. They currently have the following in full-scale operation: Sports (Drill, Exercises etc), Dance and Yoga classes, Embroidery, chanting of slokas, moral science, indoor games etc. They also take the children to picnics every year to get them a feel of the outside world. The management is generous enough to provide yoga mats, school bags, notebooks and text books to every student. The school also celebrates annual day every year and provides opportunities for its children to perform on-stage. This provides an incentive for every kid to bring his/her innate talents into application outside academics.
Dr. Hema, sister of Dr.Chandra plays an integral role in running the school. She also teaches the activity class (see pics IMG_392, IMG_393, IMG_394, IMG_395) for grades 1-5 to make arts and crafts using recyclable materials (see pics IMG_389, IMG_390, IMG_391). She also uses that time as an opportunity to inculcate moral values in their budding minds. The management conducts parent-teacher meetings every month to discuss the problems both parties have and provide guidance to arrive at effective solutions. Most parents have also realized the value addition their kids receive by going to sankurathri and their conventional outlook towards education has changed. 

In regard to co-curricular activities, the school provides opportunities for its senior grade (six and seven) children to participate in science fairs conducted regularly by local schools in kakinada. One of Sankurathri’s exhibits on a model describing diffraction of light which won the first prize last year is worth mentioning. (see pic IMG-0407). Students from class 5 and 6 are taught the basics of computers and are kept updated about the latest developments in technology from time to time. Sankurathri realizes that the quest for knowledge in the areas of science and mathematics in children begins at this age.
Alumni 
Sankurathri’s reputation has proliferated across the neighboring villages in the past few years. Their students are always in the front seat during admissions into local schools because of their proficiency, conduct and deeply rooted values. Their profound understanding of the need for education and passion for excellence is highly commended by the local organizations who occasionally conduct felicitation events. Children of Sankurathri surpass other local students in almost every aspect of education.

Sankurathri provides one-on-one counseling to its alumni who enroll in other local schools after graduation. The school also receives letters from their parents sharing information about their children’s accomplishments. One can hardly find high schools that match this experience of intimacy with the alumni long after their graduation. Sankurathri also has a talented student scholarship program for its alumni who have been doing well at other institutions. They do this on a case by case basis.
Interview with the Teachers
With the ever increasing commercialization of education, the growth of hiatus between teachers and students has become inevitable. One would be happy to understand that Sankurathri is fortunate enough to be far away from these dynamics. The student-to-teacher ratio is less than 1:10 and this actually helps the teachers closely monitor the progress of each child and helping them build upon their strengths and overcome weaknesses. Sankurathri teachers truly understand the importance of personality development and continuously strive for excellence.
Some of their thoughts on working at Sankurathri: 
· Sankurathri offers us the flexibility to use innovative methods in education.
· We derive immense satisfaction in helping these kids build a brighter future and strive for a better community – alignment with the management objectives.
· Most other high-paying local private and government schools do not focus on the job satisfaction, which we believe is a key drive for success for any individual. This is one of the primary reasons why we prefer to work at Sankurathri.
Interview with the Parents

Here are a few excerpts from the conversations with parents in the neighborhood

· We strongly feel that our kids will have a bright future by going to sankurathri and become good citizens of the country. Sankurathri does everything that a great school does to nurture values in their young minds. 

· Discipline is very good

· We feel fortunate to send our kids to this school.

· They take extreme care to steer our child’s career in the right direction.

· Career counseling is offered on a case-by-case basis which is not common with other schools.

Conclusions

Recently there has been an increasing concern about the continuity of education after Sankurathri. Gurukul schools at Bhupathipalem, Tuni and other local schools seem to be attracting a good number of Sankurathri’s children, but the fee rates, uncertainty in the admissions, lack of quality education, disparities in the lack of conduct procedures and discipline have made most parents silently await the possibility of extension of grades at Sankurathri. Most of them are even willing to pay a nominal fee if Sankurathri plans to setup grades 8-10.Most teachers are also in favour of extension of the school to grades 8, 9 and 10 at sankurathri in comparison to a vocational school proposal.
It is no surprise to say that Sankuarthri is a boon to the people living its neighborhood. Their remarkable endeavors pave way to enable its children lead successful lives. Sankurathri’s efforts have brought them laurels in the form of donations, sponsorships etc. Asha is truly honored to be a part of its continuous efforts to bring light to their lives of their families and the community by producing the true citizens of tomorrow.
