Site visit Report: 	Mahatma Gandhi Residential School

Place: Kukkundoor, Karkala, Udupi district 

Details: Previous Site visit report – 
http://www.ashanet.org/projects-new/documents/410/MGRS_site_visit_july03.html

Status: Second Site Visit for Support a Child (SAC) initiation by Asha Colorado.
Date: 16th July 2005
Time Spent at the Project: 11 a.m. to 2 p.m.
Area: 3-4 kilometers from Karkala town. 
Organisation: School run by The Kisan Sabha, Karkala
Project: Residential high school with standards 8 to 10th.
Asha-funding requested for: Support a Child (SAC) program from Asha Colorado

Project Address and telephone: 
Mahatma Gandhi Residential School
Vivekanandanagara
Post Kukkundoor 
Karkala, Udupi District 
KARNATAKA 576117
India
Tel: 08258-232972
http://www.mgandhischool.org/

Asha Bangalore volunteers who went on this site visit:
Venkat Gudapati - gvenkat@lucent.com and
	Karnum Shashidhar – kshashidhar@yahoo.com

Statistics
Strength by class:
	8th	-	34 students
	9th	-	26 students
	10th	-	24 students
	Total	-	84 students
Girls/Boys:
		This is a boys’ school.
Minorities:
	SC 	- 	12 students.
	ST 	– 	8 students. 
	OBC 	– 	47 students.
Geographic distribution of the students:
Karkala proper-3
Bangalore-1
Raichur-1
NRPura-3
		The rest of the students are from Udupi district.


Summary
The school is still doing a fine job as evinced by the 100% result in class X for the past few years and is worth supporting. Our interactions with the children indicated that the school is providing all the facilities free of charge and that the children deserve the support through the Support a Child program. Compared to our first site visit about two years back the teachers’ morale seems to have come down due to multiple reasons which need looking into. Some interesting efforts are being made by the Kisan Sabha to generate revenue for the school from other sources. Post site visit, we have had discussions and offered suggestions to the school which have been received well.

Visit
We started out from Bangalore on the overnight bus on Friday night at around 9.30 p.m. and reached Karkala at around 7 a.m. in the morning. Karkala is conveniently connected by both State transport and Private bus operators. We got down at Karkala bus stand and were greeted with a cloudy morning similar to what one of us had experienced 2 years back on the first site visit. We checked in at the Suhas Lodge which is very conveniently located near the bus stand for a quick shower and rest and set out for the school at around 9.30 a.m. The school is located on the Udupi highway and can be reached using private local buses which ply regularly which we made use of; we reached the school at around 10.45 a.m. So as to not unduly disturb the school’s activities and also not bias our visit we had not intimated the school earlier. We met the school’s teachers who were surprised to see us but who immediately welcomed us; we were familiar with a couple of the teachers whom we had met on the earlier site visit and also when they had accompanied the school children to Bangalore on a field trip earlier. We had good frank discussions on the school’s activities with the teachers and noted their opinions. Mr. M.C.Achar the principal was away on a meeting with the educational department but we were able to talk freely with the teachers. We document our discussions below. One of the main points of the visit was to interact with the students who will be supported by the SAC program, i.e. the students of standard 9th; to this end we spent a good lot of time interacting with the students at a classroom level, in addition we talked in detail to about 3 students personally to gain a better perspective and information on their personal situation and also their view on the school. This is also documented below. We then left the school at around 2 p.m. We also managed by some inspired walking to make the obligatory visits to the very outstanding 15th century Jain temples nearby (which are highly recommended if you are visiting the area): the Chaturmukha Basadi and the Bahubali statue. We left Karkala at around 9 p.m. and reached Bangalore the next day morning.

District conditions
Udupi district is still one of the more well-off districts in the state but there have been disconcerting incidents of violence in the district. To use a clichéd statement, similar to most other parts of the country the development has led to gross inequalities between the poorer sections and the well-off sections as can be easily observed on a visit to the district. However, during the past two years, Udupi has been beset with sporadic incidents of naxalite violence; the latest one close to Karkala, in a place near Hebri, about 2 weeks after our site visit. E.g.: http://www.hindu.com/2005/07/29/stories/2005072906240600.htm
We can only hope that education/literacy can ensure that the young folk are not disillusioned with the mainstream. For more information, we urge the readers to look at the various news reports on the Udupi district. It may also be worth noting that many underprivileged children/dropouts from this area tend to get into the hotel industry in Karnataka or in Mumbai -this is due to a large number of people involved in hotel businesses from this region.

Discussions with the teachers
We had an open and frank discussion with almost all the teachers about the school. Some of them were handling classes when we arrived but they came in later after their classes ended. All of them were justifiably proud of the milestone that they have achieved, the coveted 100% pass percentage for the outgoing students of standard 10th again this year (This has been a feature of the school for many years now). It is easy to be skeptical about whether this is a good quantifier of the school performance but given that most schools do not succeed even by this measure it is surely commendable. The teachers indicated that this success has not been easily gained; one of the teachers mentioned that the learning levels of some of the children when they had entered the school was abysmal and they have had to spend extra time and effort to make sure that they succeed. Two of the male teachers actually take turns to stay back in the school overnight and supervise the learning sessions in the hostels during the after school hours. Most of the teachers were not happy that they have not been given any increments for the past couple of years even though they felt they had performed well and given their best. We felt that this was a genuine concern that they had. One of the teachers had been appointed as a Government school teacher and had recently resigned; this may also have been the cause for their low morale. It is a fact that most people still covet the government job due to the job security it offers and it is very justifiable given the low salary levels in the schools outside government. They were happy with their principal and Sushma (who facilitates the school’s activities from Bangalore) but were unhappy with the administrator from the Kisan Sabha who manages the daily activities at Karkala, they felt that he didn’t take their pleas/suggestions seriously and was grossly inefficient in his way of working. They felt Sushma, due to the geographic distance, couldn’t influence the administrator enough. They also felt short-staffed due to the recent resignation of the one teacher.

We have passed on our concerns about the teachers’ morale to Sushma who has indicated that this is a problem that they are also trying to solve and increments are to be given to the teachers this year but may not satiate them. This has been indicated in the new budget given to Asha Colorado and hopefully some measure of justice will be done when this increment kicks in soon. Sushma has also indicated that a replacement teacher has been interviewed and hired for the vacant teacher’s position.

Overall, we feel the teachers are doing a good job and seem to be open and informal with their interactions with the students.

Names of the teachers
Nirmalavathy 
Sanjeeva Poojary
Mamatha U
Prashanth Kumar Shetty
Roopa Shetty
M.C.Achar (Principal)

Discussions with students
We spent some time with the students engaging them at a classroom level and also individually with a few random students to gauge their perceptions of the school and gain perspective on their individual situations as well as make sure that the education is completely free. We talked to 3 students from the 9th standard who are target candidates for the SAC program: Rajat, Manjunatha and Sujan. Two of the parents work as daily wage earners and the third is a mechanic. All of the students indicated that no fee is charged by the school and that they are also provided with free uniforms.  Clearly these students come from underprivileged backgrounds and worthy of support. All the kids also felt that they liked the school, were proud to be in this school and believed that the school is better than the government schools in the area. We also quizzed them on how they came to know about the school and the selection methods. It appears that most of them come to know about the school from old students, the selection process seems to be objectively driven taking into account their financial circumstances. Similar to the first site visit, most students still feel that they should get into diploma courses after their standard 10th. This is probably reinforced by the good showing of some old students who were hired by some major auto manufacturers. The kids also indicated that they feel a diploma will land them a job soon and therefore better than other degree options. One of us, Venkat, spent some time interacting with the students to tell them that multiple other options other than diploma also exist and took his own example of a journey from a backward rural community in interior Andhra Pradesh to a computer job at a multinational in Bangalore. This was also well received by the students.

School and Library
One of the recent developments in the school premises is the start of a for-profit teachers training course, students after their 12th standard (PUC) can apply to this course and can get certified to teach in primary schools by this Diploma in Education course. A first floor structure has been added to the ground floor premises of the school (only the ground floor existed when we visited the school last). Sushma indicated that Smruti from Asha Colorado has been intimated about this effort. The idea of this institute is to gain profits which can be used to subsidize the free education of the MGRS high school. The effort is laudable since it aims to make the operation of the MGRS school sustainable to some degree without external funding. However one of the drawbacks pointed out by Sushma herself is that the physical space of the school is now shared and there will be an implicit pressure on the high school infrastructure. She indicated that efforts are on to move the teachers training course to another physical location soon and the current arrangement is a stopgap arrangement. 

One of the good things we saw in our earlier visit was the existence of a well-used library which the kids themselves manage. Asha Bangalore, after the first site visit had donated quite a few books for the use of the kids. Unfortunately, it appeared that some of these books were usurped by the teachers training library and some were locked up denying the students the chance to use them. We pointed this out to Sushma after the site visit who indicated that the teachers may not have realized the effort we had put into the book selection and may have been careless about the books. She said she would make sure that the kids would get access to the books. There was also some discussion during our first site visit to see if a girls’ school can also be established albeit a day school but it now appears that this is not in the works due to two reasons: Sushma being in Bangalore and financial constraints.

Discussion with other people/parents
We didn’t have any opportunity to meet the kids’ parents. However, we managed to talk to a couple of people in the area who seem to have a good opinion of the school. One was a waiter in out lodge who knew of the school since his brother had studied there and the other a shopkeeper near the school.

Our Opinion
We feel that the students are provided the education, residential facilities and the uniforms free of charge. The students also mostly come from underprivileged backgrounds and are worthy of support. The school is doing a commendable job in making sure a decent level of education is imparted to the students which is also demonstrated by the 100% pass percentage in the standard 10th examinations for a number of years now. Given these observations Asha for Education continued support through the SAC program for the MGRS school is justified. 

We have also appended some FAQ’s below which should be useful to make future decisions on this project.

FAQ

Q: We have supported this project for 3 years and it appears that this project is now well established and quite well known. Can we move on to other projects which are at a grassroots level or not so well established?
A: This is a genuine concern that ASHA chapters may have and it is true that the project is arguably well established and we can move to incubate other projects in the same area or elsewhere. The school is doing good work and is worthy of support given the current conditions in the district. We have found that the school management, especially Sushma, very receptive to all our suggestions. The school is also being run in a frank, open manner and they welcome anybody to visit at any time. However, if we decide to move on, we need to indicate this to the project well in advance as is common procedure in Asha projects. We feel that MGRS may need a year’s notice if not more to make sure we do not jeopardize the project. 

Q: Are we sure that the children are worthy of support and that they are not being charged at the school? Don’t the children look very well dressed for underprivileged children?
A: Based on our experiences with the school children, they seem to be genuinely happy with the school services and the kids are underprivileged and worthy of support. They also are provided with a good set of uniforms and due care is given to general health and cleanliness at the school. This is clearly reflected in the modicum of self-confidence about the students during our visits. This should in no way be taken to be a negative aspect.

Q: How can we be sure that political considerations do not play a part in the school admissions?
A: This is an impossible question to answer given our miniscule interactions with the school. But it does appear that minorities (SC, ST and OBC’s) are well represented and there seems to be an objective admissions process, with financial constraints of the family being given strong consideration.  The school management is also pretty open to suggestions/discussions which is a very refreshing.

