Jeeva Jyothi’s Balwadi site visit / Jan 2006

A few weeks back, I visited the two Balwadis run with Asha's funds. I found improvement in the following areas: (Part of this can be attributed to a workshop conducted by Asha Chennai that the teachers attended)

- Condition of the Balwadis: Although the Balwadi surroundings were affected due to the recent floods, the condition inside had fair improvement. The walls displayed several charts, weekly timetable and the children seemed to be much more enthusiastic than before. The teachers told me that in the last 6 months they have taken a different approach compared to earlier years. The workshop had suggested improved methods of teaching that were more relevant to everyday practical life. 

- Uniforms: Most of the children were found wearing uniforms, in comparison to the ragged clothing earlier. For almost a year, I had been suggesting to JJ about purchasing uniforms for the children, and I am happy I found many of them wearing these. 

- Medical camp: An exclusive medical camp is regularly being organized for the children of the Balwadis alone. This is in marked contrast to the other camps that JJ had been organizing. Those camps involved several hundreds of families from surrounding areas (and other projects that Jeeva Jyothi runs) and lacked proper planning and treatment methods. With these camps, every child now has a health card and his/her parents are advised in person about the condition of the child. 

My vote is that we should disburse the remainder of the yearly funds for the period Oct 05 to March 06. Their original budget for the year 2005-06 was $11,906 that included Balwadi construction cost. Since we did not agree to fund construction of the Balwadi (and they haven't constructed it yet either), the remainder of the budget $6876, split in 2 instalments = $3438. The budget can be found on the project website: 

http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=439
MOVING FORWARD / whats in store for 2006 and beyond?

However despite these improvements, the Balwadis can become a better place of learning for the children only if they are housed in a proper building, unlike the rented rooms that they find themselves in now. The rented Balwadis suffer on the following counts: 

1) The owners ask for the Balwadis to be shifted at will. As a result, the Balwadis have moved from one location to another in the last couple of years

2) The owners don't allow JJ to stick too many charts nor have allowed the bottom part of the walls to be painted black (to have the chilren use them as black boards).

3) On top of all these, the rooms are small, not brightly lit and not very airy.

JJ's Susai Raj acccepts the fact that over the last 3 years, although they have successfully utilized Asha's funds to run the Balwadis, there is no sign of their becoming self-sufficient. They have been in "firefighting" mode throughout, and will continue to be so until they shift the Balwadi to a better structure. The Balwadis cannot become 'model' centers of learning if they continue to remain where they are now. 

Mr Susai Raj says the local Panchayat is ready to provide land to construct a Balwadi. He came up with a proposal 6 months back, but we (Asha-AZ) declined to support it, because we cannot fund construction costs. Mr Susai Raj understands the reasoning behind it, and feels that if he can somehow generate funds towards constuction of the Balwadi and then have Asha fund the expenses towards maintenance, children's books etc., it will become a better center for learning. I know Asha's policy cannot and should not change, and hence, I plan to personally raise funds towards the construction of the Balwadi from friends and family (and fellow Asha members). If it does happen (by May 2006), we should continue funding JJ for their Balwadis over the next few years as well. 

Mr Susai Raj's daughter Suja has just completed a course in Montessori education in a Bangalore-based institute and says she is willing to run the Balwadis and make them 'model' Balwadis. Susai Raj promises that Asha's funds over the next few years will be efficiently used in running the Balwadi and would also help them become self-sufficient. 

