Women and Youth Social Service Society (WAYSSS), Guntur, AP – Site Visit Report

Visit by: Soujanya (Asha – Seattle)

Date: 04/20/2006

Socio Economic conditions: The school run by WAYSSS is located in Turakapalem village which is around 30 kms from Guntur. The village is inhabited almost completely by Muslims and many of them are bilingual in Urdu and Telugu. The main sources of employment for the people are stone quarries and small factories present around the area in which they are employed as daily laborers. Also, working as daily laborers in farms around the area during farming season is a major source of income.

Lack of awareness among elders and social prejudices seem to be a big problem in the area (which I suspect is the case with many projects). Although situated just few miles away from Guntur, which is a major educational hub in AP, the contrast in situations was pretty stark. Roads were very bad, with open drainages everywhere and lack of hygiene.

Population is high and more children per family are preferred since that will lead to more bread winners. Sending children to schools is considered disadvantageous since they can’t earn anything while at school (According to Dr.Prasanna attendance to school tends to drop during the farming season) No discrimination between girls and boys was seen in this aspect - parents are reluctant to send both to the schools.
 In addition to the school run by WAYSSS, the village also has a government school situated right across the road. According to Dr.Prasanna, it has similar strength and programs as the WAYSSS school (I was little surprised to find both schools so close by but since the Government school was closed when we visited I am not sure on how effective that was in providing education/ helping the local community)
School:  Has classes 1- 5th with around 50 – 60 children. I could not visit the school in time for the mid day meal program hence couldn’t get to see the actual meal. But queries to kids elicited satisfactory responses from them. 

There is a healthy ratio of girls vs. boys in the school; in fact there were slightly more number of girls than boys.

Mid day meal program seems to be the biggest draw for the parents and also allowing elder siblings to bring their kid brother / sister along helps a lot. 
Children seemed to be doing fine in studies (some of which seems to be by rote though) but they were very enthusiastic about coming forward and presenting themselves.

Kids in different age groups chosen randomly from the group could do mathematical additions, subtractions, multiplications and things like LCMs quite fluently. They also recited a lot of songs and poems and were competing with each other to come forward and present. Of course there were also some shy sections of the groups who had to be elicited to give responses (I was informed by Dr.Prasanna that some of these girls were enthusiastic participants during the last site visit). National Anthem sung at the end of the visit, however drew almost every child into participation.
Children after completing 5th grade are encouraged to attend the Government school but as I understood not all of them can make it. Also, girls get married early in the region and this prevents them from pursuing higher education.

Amenities and Teacher: Condition of the school’s building remains pretty much the same as the previous site visit report. It is still housed in the mosque area and local politics seem to be preventing acquisition of a better place. All classes are conducted in the same room which presents a challenge for the teacher but looks like it has to be that way till better facilities could be found. There was only one teacher when we visited the school. The other teacher had left a while before since he obtained a government position (which is more lucrative sine it’s a permanent job with more perks). Also it was observed that obtaining a teacher from the local community goes well with them since it provides a job for a local person and also he can relate more to their needs. The school also lacks a bathroom facility for the girls to be used during school time. 
Accessibility: The school is located in Turakapalem, slightly off the road and is not accessible to people in other areas easily. Dr.Prasanna had an idea of moving / expanding it to the main road to make it more accessible to others (Also, there was some prejudice about sending children from other places to a school in a Muslim dominated area). Expanding the school and making it more accessible to others makes sense since there is a high need around the area.
Books: Government should be providing books to children for free but the funding isn’t very forthcoming (and is also very time taking) hence books for children are purchased through the funds available to the school. The school had just one blackboard for usage. 

Vocational program: I got a chance to meet the teacher and students of the vocational course. The students are mostly the elder siblings / mothers of the kids studying. They are taught sewing with machines and embroidery. I got to see some of the crafts made by the students and they were pretty impressive. Vocational training program also helps the school since it brings in more students while mothers/elder sisters attend the vocational program. Biggest challenge though is marketing the goods made by the people. More management and time have to be spent on this since effective marketing will bring in much needed money and will attract more people to it.
Few points at conclusion:

The area has many typical issues like hygiene, proper health care, high population, lack of education, communal tensions, local politics and the Doctor couple running the school have had to work against all these. They are very committed to it and are doing a great job.
Programs like mid day meal, free health care and advice (provided by the doctor couple) and vocational training are slowly increasing the awareness around the region and are also effectively attracting more students to the school.  Providing more amenities and more quality education in the school will definitely draw more kids to the school. (which the doctor couple want to do but are prevented by various factors including the local situations presented above).
 As   I understand the success of programs like these is a direct dependent on the amount of whole hearted involvement shown by the local community. It looks like has been a challenging task for the Doctor couple but progress is being made slowly and steadily in this direction. 

We from Asha have seen many projects in which the involvement of local community has become very effective over the years and I would think it will be a good idea to share that knowledge among people involved with different programs. 

