SITE VISIT REPORT

Project- SAADOW

Place- Natham Block, Dindigul District

Date-15th and 16th March 2003

Impressions:

I reached Dindigul by train early in the morning from Bangalore. From the bus stop I took the bus to Natham and reached there by about 8am.  Mr. Sonaimuthu had asked me to call him from the bus stop but when I called him his young daughter answered who could not understand my English.  So I did the next best thing: I took an auto to his house.

Natham is a small town, just a shade bigger than a village. The roads are non-existent except for the main highway running through the town. Dust and dirt intermingles freely; squalor is evident everywhere. Stray dogs and pigs roam around. There is one cinema theatre which serves all the nearby villages; electricity does not appear to be a problem in Natham so far, and borewells provide water to the citizens.

Mr. Sonaimuthu was waiting for me having gathered from his daughter that I had called.  His office is couple of rooms in the ground floor; his family comprising of his wife and two children lives upstairs.

I asked Mr. Sonaimuthu about the organization. He said that he had done B.Sc in Zoology- he was only one in his family not employed in the family business of agriculture. After B.Sc he felt that Social work provided a good job opportunity so he did MSW.  After that he was employed with Rajiv Gandhi Foundation for couple of years. Finally he gave all that up, came to Natham where his family had some land, and started SAADOW.  Currently he is getting funds from Asha Colorado (for tuition centers), NCF (for Balwadis), AID and from couple more agencies.  Besides the 10 tuition centers, he is running 5 balwadis, a tailoring class, a home for street boys, a medicinal herb farm, AIDS awareness, Reproductive Health Care, Self-help group for Women.

After washing up and breakfast, I met with the teachers and other members of SAADOW.  Later that evening, I started going around the villages. Good bus services connect Natham with most of the villages but some of the villages are off the beaten track.  The villagers uniformly complained about lack of water (there has been no rains for two years), bad roads (they are non-existent), and electricity (which comes and goes).  The women turned up in large numbers; most of them are members of Self-Help Group and their children study at these centers. 

Next day morning I visited one center in Chinnamaliyur, which is about an hour or so trek up the mountain. And in the evening I visited two centers. Mr. Sonaimuthu dropped me at Dindigul station to catch my train back to Bangalore.

Discussion with the teachers:

On 15th March, I sat with the ten teachers, the supervisor, Mr. Sonaimuthu, the accountant, the coordinator, and couple of other people working with SAADOW.  The supervisor, Chitra, has completed her BBA (Bachelors in Business Administration) by correspondence from Madurai Kamaraj University. It is a remarkable achievement for a girl, for in these parts most girls struggle to finish their schooling and most often are married off at the age of 15.  Chitra came across as someone who is determined to do something with her life.  I asked her why she chose to do Social Work and she said that this was something she always wanted to and she did not want to sit at home doing nothing…

Most of the teachers are 10th or 8th pass. One teacher, who teaches at Chinnamaliyur, is a graduate.

The meeting began with a prayer after which Mr. Sonaimuthu introduced me. And we got down to business. 

An attendance register is being maintained. The progress of a child is monitored through their scores in the monthly tests that are conducted by the centers themselves.  These tests are based on the questions that the teachers anticipate will be asked in the school examinations.  These teachers interact with the schoolteacher once a month. They also interact with the parents, as Subbu had advised, and try to persuade them to send the children to the center/school.  There is a school of some sort in most villages.  In 5 of the villages a Balwadi has been established with the help of NCF. Mr. Sonaimuthu said that though they had been allocated funds for 5 center, they had to bribe of one centers fund to get the money released.  The same teachers take care of the Balwadi with the help of an ayah-cum-cook. For this they get an additional Rs. 500 from the NCF (National Children Fund).  The NCF is going to end this month and Mr. Sonaimuthu is desperately trying to find alternate fund for Balwadis.

The supervisor meets with all the teachers once a month. These meetings are held at the center on a rotation basis. 

Q: At present there is one teacher per center.  Each center caters to about 25-30 children of various age groups (from class 1 to class 8).  I asked the teachers how they manage teaching all these children.

A: The children are divided as per age groups. Then they try to find out if the children have been given homework. Most children of course try to wriggle out of doing it and pretend that they have not been given any homework.  Once the homework is completed, if time permits, there is some teaching done.

Q: Did you attend any training classes?

A: There were two training sessions in Puddukotal run by the State Government. There we were taught songs, how to teach via playway method etc. They also taught us how to teach the children so that they would understand the lesson. It was really useful.

[Mr. Sonaimuthu asked them to sing one song they had learned which they did. Only some of the teachers were able to sing without referring to the book.]

Q: How long do these centers run each day?

A: 2-2.5 hours. It depends.

Q: Do you also conduct exams?

A: Yes, we do conduct exams. Once a month or so. The questions are based on their school books.

All the teachers: The children are studying well. A habit has been inculcated in them. Earlier they used to come back from school and while away the time. Now they come back from school, play for an hour or so, and then come to the center.

Q: Is there anything you would like to add on in the next year’s budget?  Any grievances that you would like us to address?

A: Playing materials for the children.  Chairs for us to sit.  Salary rise. Slate, chalk pieces for the children.  Multiplication tables, alphabet charts.

Q: Why don’t you make the charts yourself? You were taught these in the training session, weren’t you?

A: The ones from the market are more colorful, the children like them…

The Centers:

Kypiapuram: The center is off the beaten track.  From the main road we have to hike for couple of miles to the center and the hutments are about a mile from the center. The space for this center has been donated by the villagers and is an open roof with a thatched roof. The teacher runs a Balwadi in the morning and a tuition center in the evening. There are no spaces to hang charts etc. and there is no light. The tuition center operates between 4 and 6, closing down as soon as dusk falls.  There are no schools in this village; the children trek about an hour to the nearest school.  

Chinnamaliyur: The village is up the mountains. We did a two-hour hike in the morning to reach the center. There is a school run by an NGO; the school building is a two-room affair, two teachers have been appointed, and children up to 5th class are taught.  After 5th class, the only opportunity for these children is to go down the mountain and study at one of the government schools.  The present teacher at the tuition center did that; he also went on to complete BA from Madurai Kamaraj University by correspondence.  No girl is allowed to do that, so in effect their education stops after 5th class if at all. The older generation is illiterate (this is BTW the case in all the village).  The tuition center is converted into Balwadi in the morning.  When we were there, the children put up a play about the value of education (I will do the translation some day!), which was a joint effort of both the schoolteacher and the tuition center teacher.

The tuition center is a joint effort of the villagers- it is an open room with thatched roof. 

Kannamanoor: The center is run from the teacher’s house. The light was really pathetic; the bulb was somewhere above the partition wall so that it provided inadequate light to both rooms. I asked the teacher to do something about the light but have no high hopes of anything being done.  There is no school in this village.

Chinnayapuram: By the time I reached this place, it was already night and I could not see where the tuition classes are conducted.  There is a school up to 12th class in this village.  There is a Balwadi in this village.

Merkupatti: A big hall has been donated to the center. The light is adequate.  There are no schools in this village so the children have to trek to the nearest school.

Serveedu: This is the only village that gets newspaper thanks to the fact that an advocate resides in the village. There is a school up to 5th class in the village. I did not see the structure of the center, as it was dark by the time I reached this place.

Pudupatti: There is a school in this village up to 5th class. And the center is itself a permanent room with proper roof.  The light is just about adequate. The teacher explained that they couldn’t do anything about it because it is a one light facility-it cannot exceed 40 watts.  Apparently this is a scheme by the government of electrification of the villages- one light per hut. This one light is supposed to be free. However, most of the villages where the villagers provide light, SAADOW has to pay electricity bill and in many cases the teachers have to shell out Rs 50 from their salary.

Uralipatti-there is a school up to 5th class in this village.

Musukkampatti- The center is located in the teacher’s house. It is a Balwadi-cum-tuition center.

From visiting these centers, what I found was that wherever there is a Balwadi, the space is donated by the villagers. They have put up a mud structure with a thatched roof which provides good ventilation.  However none of these, except the one, is fitted with light. These centers try to operate during daylight. Of the others, there is a room of sorts- but there is no ventilation and the lighting is inadequate.

The children, when asked to do Math sum or to read in English were eager to do so. They could translate words from English to Tamil and vice versa and write in Tamil.  However, there are lapses in the education-they have been taught verses from Tiruvalluar’s Kural which they rattle off at a great speed but when asked about the meaning they have no clue as to what it says.  The biggest challenge these children face is a lack of reading materials- no books, no newspapers, no magazines. 

Suggestions: 

1. We need to provide reading and playing materials to the children. This we need to include in the budget somehow. Good books in Tamil and English are available and we should include this in our budget.  

2. Salary rise: I am not sure about this. I leave it to Colorado to decide on this

3. Chairs for the teachers: There is this whole thing about who is the student and who is teacher and how the teacher should sit on the chair. When I sat down on the mud floor, the children were surprised. One girl told me that I should sit on the chair. I told her that as she is sitting on the floor, I too have to sit on the floor- a logic she was not willing to accept. I feel the teachers need to forget about the whole chair thing and have to learn to sit on the floor with their students.

4. Charts, maps etc: Mr. Sonaimuthu would like to provide small globes, maps etc for the centers. An admirable idea-only the implementation is going to be difficult where there is no permanent structure. Also I found the teachers were reluctant to make any charts. 

5. Light- I am afraid nothing much can be done about this at this juncture. We do, however, need to talk to the villagers- I don’t see why should we pay for the light (which is free BTW) or for the use of the building. After all this benefits their community.

6. Self-reliance- This is the question I was specifically asked to deal with in this site visit. I talked with Mr. Sonaimuthu about this.  His proposal, that he has already sent to CO, includes Rs. 12 lakhs or so (I am not really sure about this number). He will use this in his self-help groups, and generate interest from this investment, and this interest will help him continue the centers. This is somewhat akin to corpus fund.  The alternatives are- make the tailoring center into a money generating venture, use the medicinal farm to generate funds, start some self-reliance activity.  I visited the tailoring center and the medicinal farm specifically for this purpose. Neither of them can generate any money in the remote future. The major problem in this area is water- there has been drought for two years-and even before that there never was much water in this area. The medicinal farm, Mr. Sonaimuthu accepts, is not a successful venture. The plants have to be transported to Tuticorn and from there they can be sold. Transportation is a big problem and you need lots of money and water to turn into a money-spinning venture.  The tailoring center teaches the girls how to make basic things which is fine for their home uses but I was not impressed by the quality of the work. And again there is a limitation as to resources, market for these things  etc. And finally, I do think this whole idea of self-sufficiency for tuition centers/schools as very idealistic.  These can be achieved only if we are willing to generate a corpus fund of some sort. However, in case of tuition centers we can do one more thing- we need to find out how these schools are, talk to the teachers, and see if we can make the idea of tuition center itself redundant. For example, I really did not see why we need a tuition center in Chinnamaliyur. An NGO runs a private school for the children, the teacher stays with the community, so why cannot good teaching be achieved in this school?  This is something I would like to investigate in my next visit.

