Update : Setwin Project [As of June 2004]: 

By Sri Priya Sundararajan. 

Brief Background: 

Setwin is an organisation started 14 years ago [1990] by one Mr. P.V. Selvam, M.A. Sociology, in order to uplift the lives of the Dalit people in Nilakottai, Dindigul District, Tamil Nadu. Initially, the main focus of the programme was to carry out empowerment of women folk by starting self help groups and a microcredit savings scheme. The funding for this project was provided by American Jewish World Service. The women's groups are active in 50 villages in the Nilakottai district. 

Asha SV funded Setwin $5450 for the first year(2001-2002), $ 5484 for the second year and one of the topics for discussion today is the budget for the third year 2004-2005. 

The funds covered expenses for NFE associated personnel honorariums, building rental costs, staff  training, educational expenses and administrative costs. The programme had twofold purposes( quoted  from the Setwin co-ordinator): 

(a)To promote non formal education and thus minimize dropouts. The dropouts range in age from 10-18 years.

(b) To improve the educational standards of the school going children and thereby create a literate community. 

Highlights and Issues: 2003-2004 

To refresh your memories, the NFE centers run between 5-7 pm, Monday-Saturday, in rented facilities. The teachers are recruited from the village in which the NFE is located. 

One of the best achievements of this year, is that Anbuselvi, a student from the NFE located in the Old Silukuvarpetty village has passed with comparatively flying colours(913/1200) in her +2 exams. 

Since our last meeting, I have communicated to Selvam, that the number of dropouts reintegrated into the mainstream really must be improved. He has sent me the names of the 44 dropouts currently in the schools, their names and the marks they achieved in the last exam set by the NFE. He has said that he would aim to integrate at least 12 dropouts into the mainstream government schools within the next year.  I also asked him to send a writeup for what the longterm vision for this project is. 

I talked with the co-ordinator for the NFE programme in particular, Mr. Senthil Kumar (SK), who outlined the main challenges which cause children to dropout or have poor attendance at the NFEs. 

(1) Child-rearing responsibilities (as per SK)

*the eldest children, especially female children take care of their younger siblings, while economic circumstances force the parents to go in search of work to Kerala. This situation is aggravated due to extended drought conditions in the Dindigul District. 

        (2)Tardiness due to their day job (as per SK)

*In some of the NFEs, the children work at a nearby mill called “VakraKaliamman Mill”. They are sometimes forced to work overtime during the evening shift, and as a result the NFE is forced to start later, in the best case.  I suggested Setwin talk with the mill management, but apparently the parents don’t want Setwin to interfere in case the kids lose their jobs. 

(3) Monetary incentives(as per Selvam)

Due to the extended drought conditions, parents who work as agricultural labours make poor income, so the children are required to work to supplement the family income. 

(4)Illiterate parents don’t understand the importance of education, and are unwilling, in the absence of external motivation to send their children to school. (as Selvam, outlines in Final Report for 2004)

(5) The older dropouts of ages 14-16 are not interested in rejoining school due to shyness.  (as Selvam outlines in Final Report for 2004)

The six centers, Senthil Kumar feels that are running the best are those in Kalladipatty, Nakkampatty,Pattiveeranpatti, Old Silukuvarpatty, Muruguthuranpatty, and Panchampatty. He sees a marked improvement in the confidence of these children. Of all the subjects, he notes the children are most weak in English. 

During their monthly review meeting, in addition to Mr.Senthil Kumar, I had the opportunity to talk to two of the NFE teachers, Ms. Nirmala of the Kalladipatty center, and Ms. Rani of the Panchampatty center. 

Ms. Nirmala holds a B.A. in History and a Sewing Diploma. She feels her two brightest students are Vinod Kumar, 12 yr, and Vignesh.These children go to school on regular days and do coolie work on the weekends in order to earn Rs.20-30. Her class has five dropouts, out of which two girls Sugandha (who had dropped out of school in the 8th grade) and Stella  were reintegrated into the mainstream schools this past year. They had been supplementing coolie labour and earning around Rs.200-300 per month. About 25 of the other students go to school, and range from the 3rd to 8th grade. 

Ms. Rani holds a B.B.M. from Annamalai university. Her class has  five to six dropout children, who work either in construction sites or as domestic help. Both Ms. Nirmala and Ms. Rani, attended the workshop at Viveka and found it quite useful. The workshop covered topics such as: 


*How to work with plastics

*How to conduct basic experiments with torches, lights and balloons  and so on. 

Comments [My] 

I have outlined my ideas below. Disclaimer: I am aware a few of these ideas may be very unconventional or not feasible, but I would appreciate your collective feedback, before I appraise Mr.Selvam of them. 

(1) Self Help Group based Day Care

Setwin already runs a women’s empowerment scheme through self help groups and a microcredit scheme.  Perhaps, Setwin could identify which of the dropouts  are out of school in order to take care of their younger siblings. They could then open a daycare, for those younger siblings, under the auspices of the women’s self help groups and pay the daycare supervisors( who could be drawn from the community) from the microcredit funds. Or, if the microcredit funds are insufficient perhaps, Asha could fund a salary for the day care supervisors. This would alleviate the problem of elder children staying out of school to take care of their siblings. 

(2) We could find out what the wages are of the children that work in the mills, or picking flowers, and offer them a monetary incentive to stay in school i.e. a monthly stipend equal or more than their monthly salary( ok guys I know this is out there but just a thought). 

Action Items: 
· Two of our projects are working in similar environments, and face similar issues – CDDP and the Velhe project in Maharashtra (its one of the older projects- but Dr. Kulkarni runs 3 year NFE programmes in rural areas of Maharashtra, and at the end of the 3rd year, changes villages, having integrated as many students as he can into the mainstream.) In order to combat the problem of migration in Velhe, the NGO even offers agricultural training to the participants. We need to facilitate the interaction of Selvam with such projects.

· In order to improve the English skills of the children, I have been collecting Saturday and Sunday supplements of the Houston chronicle that are aimed specifically at children, to send to Setwin. If there is any analogous version in the Bay Area, and you receive the newspaper please feel free to contact me, and add to my collection. I am also looking for an illustrator, as I am writing simple poems for the children but can’t draw to save my life. :o)

· If anyone knows the details of the organization that works with Asha to do children’s books for exactly this purpose please contact me. 

Thanks!  Sri Priya 
