Shikshana Vahini

A project of Swami Vivekananda Youth Movement

Supported by Asha-Silicon Valley
A Report by Ramesh Dodamani

Visit Date: 9th & 10th Dec 2004

I arrived at Saragur, the HQ of SVYM at around 10 AM. Had planned come sooner, but was waiting for my photographer friend who did not turn up.

I met Mamata, Rajendra Prasad and other coordinators. Mamata presented a powerpoint presentation of the work related to Shikshana Vahini(SV).

Visit to Hirige:

After that we(myself, Mamata, Rajendra Prasad and Vijayanand) went off to Hirige (high-ri-gé) where a meeting of the SDMCs*(School Development Management Committee.) was scheduled. There are 4   villages that come under the Hirige Gram Panchayat(GP). They are Hirige, Malhar colony, Yerahalli, H.Matakere. The meeting was organized by SV and the purpose was to bring together all the SDMCs to work toward the improvement of the schools. This was the 27th SDMC meeting by SV. The meeting was in a classroom of the HPS school at Hirige.

After a prayer song by a group of children, SV coordinator Vijayanand explained the day's agenda and the discussion topics and briefly mentioned about the role of the SDMC members. Another coordinator 

Rajendra Prasad took over and provided more details. He said there was need for SDMC members from the different villages to get together. Needed to spread the good work of some villages to other villages. Also the need to work with the BEO together. Also approach state-level officals and strengthen the cooperative movement. Develop the reputation of the SDMC and publicise good ones. For the day there was to be a discussion on the state govt idea of having the local MLA select the SDMC members and also about the role of the SDMC committees. The 30-35 people were divided into groups of 10 and were to discuss amongst themselves and present their views. There were  4 women in the group as well as two headmasters of the schools. Some GP members as well as former SDMC members were also present. The groups then got into animated discussions and presented their views. They all felt that MLAs interference in the schools will affect the children negatively and lead to more politics in the schools and also cause riots. As for the role of the SDMCs they felt that these should be more active in the working of the schools. They also felt that the SDMC members needed more training and awareness of the facilities provided by the govt.  Also after some discussion, they selected one person to be their representative at the taluk level.

At the Hirige school/village:

This was a HPS* school. 2 lakh rupees was released to repair the classrooms as well as to build a new classroom. The work was going on and getting finished. The school has a compound wall and  toilets. The SDMC members said that they worked to increase the enrollment in the schools. They also ensured that mid-day meals were done properly(although one of the teachers said that a good number of children go home for the lunch). The members also said that there is absentism of about 33%. 

We had lunch at the meeting which was arranged by SV for all the attendees. We then left for Shivpur village which I had visited last time. Shivpur did not have any issues last time, but Mamata said there was going to be a Self-Help Group(SHG) meeting there. But apparently there were done by the time we reached there. There was nothing more to do there and we moved on to Doddabaragi, another village which I had visited last time. This HPS school has shortage of teachers and was the problem last time too. Teachers come and go on deputation or transfer to schools on the highway. The local people have appointed a person as a teacher and paying them from local funds. The people had gone on a agitation a few months back demanding more teachers, but apparently the local education dept officials did not do much. The issue was reported in the newspapers. A nearby school which had only 13 students apparently had 3 teachers!

On the way back we visited Hegganur. It was late, and we could only meet one of the teachers of the school. The SDMC members had all yet to return from work. The teacher stays in the village. Other teachers commute from the Sargur town. The teacher said that the school was running very well. SV and the school had organized a sports meet some time back and it was very successful. It appeared that the current teachers of the school were actively involved in the functioning of the school as well as ensuring that all children attend school.

After that we visited the Saagare village. It was dark by then, but the local SDMC as well as GP members got together to have a discussion with us about their work. They were all actively involved in the functioning of the school and very satisfied with the school functioning[See SV report related to this school]. The school had the compound wall and borewell water, and also toilets. But the toilets had some problem with the construction and were not used. It was surprising that the SDMC which got involved in other affairs of the school did not pay attention to the toilets. The school at Saagare is a high school. Though SV reported about the issue of eve teasing in the schools, the people present in the meeting were simply not willing to talk about it(or any other problem) and said that all was fine at the school.

After returning to SVYM, I had a nice dinner at their canteen and slept in one of their "special ward" rooms.

Visit to Sargur High School:

The next day, Mamata, Rajendra Prasad and myself visited the local Saragur high school where SV was conducting Life Skills classes for the 10th students. When we got down from the van, a number of children surrounded us, showing that Mamata was a familiar figure there. The Asst. headmaster assigned one of the classrooms to us for interaction. It was some weeks since they had the last class. Mamata and Rajendra did a recap of the issues discussed in the previous sessions. The issues discussed were "pressures on the children", how they affect them and what they should do about it. The students seemed to have forgotten most of them. Most of them seemed shy to answer. The same children would answer repeatedly as was seen in other schools too. After that we went to another section, where it was similar situation. 

Comments:

The gap between the classes seemed too long for the children to be able to quickly recall what they had learnt. Not sure if any written material was provided, but should be for the classes to be effective. Another point  is that the children need to be given homework related to their personal life. This will probably make it more enjoyable.

The school has a compound, water and toilet facilities. The toilets looked good but  were locked. The reason it seems that the children will make it dirty. Not sure if that was the case with the girls toilet too.

I also met the maths teacher there whose absence had caused most of the students to fail  in the 10th exams during the previous academic year.It had become a big issue then. The guy had a drinking problem which he said started after some personal family issues. It seems his son had died. But he also said that the other math teacher was more irregular than him! So both together had negatively affected the future of the children.

SDMC Coalition Meeting at HD Kote:

From the school we went to the SDMC meeting at HD Kote. It was a meeting of all the SDMC presidents of the taluk. The office bearers of the SDMC coalition were already elected and were present. The SV coordinators coordinated the meeting. During the meeting, the participants presented the issues with their schools; the lack of facilities if any; the lack of teachers, and any other problems they were facing. Some of them also shared their success stories as well. Common problems were lack of toilets, compound walls, classrooms and teachers. One story was about how a lady president amicably solved the problem of children of upper caste families not willing to use the plates used by the other children. 

The issue of people not being on time for the meeting was a hot topic of discussion. All the late-comers explained the reasons for being late, and they were all valid, considering that they all come from distant villages where buses are very infrequent. The president of the coalition who himself was late pledged to be on time next time onwards.

There was a good amount of discussion about their problems and there were all noted down to future action. The members all resolved to work more closely in the future, and also to approach the govt officials to get their grievances heard. At the same time they also discussed the arrangements for the upcoming taluk level meeting with the govt officials and peoples representatives on the 18th. They discussed the tasks and the various committes to be formed and also the modalities of presenting their demands to the officials and the representatives.

Comments:

Their resolution to work as a group to solve their individual school problems was good progress and an achievement  of SV which brought together all the SDMC representatives. The meeting was noisy at times and I think that SV and the office bearers of the SDMC coalition to better conduct the meetings. It was good to be at the meeting and get to know the people as well as their issues first hand.

Visit to Madapura High School:

This is a school on the Mysore-HD Kote main road. They have a few buildings with a large playground. There are about 500 students and therefore a fairly large school. SV has been conducting Life Skill classes there.

The principal has been there for many years and instrumental in the well-running of the school. He is the one who talked most of the time. The other teachers were present during our discussion but did not say much. Atleast one teacher was on deputation frm other school. The school was very convenient for the teachers since they could get to Mysore very easily where they live. The headmaster detailed the various steps taken by the staff to ensure high attendance in the schools and also to bring back drop-outs. One of them was to go to the various villages and talk to the parents. Another was to conduct a meeting of the parents and provide good food.  The SDMC in the villages associated with this school are not very active. Since the school was running fine, I guess they did not participate actively. When asked about the migration problem of the parents and their children he said that it was not much of an issue. About having issues between boys and girls because of the large number of students he said there weren't any. As elsewhere they said all was fine at the school. 

Visit to Ankanathapura:

Next we visited Ankanathapura, an interior village where we met with the members of the women self-help group. There is a Lower Primary School(LPS) in the village. A neighbouring village is a rehabilitated village of the tribals who were displaced from the forests. There are two teachers in the school and as per the women the school is running fine. They enquire about the proper running of the school, but there have been no problems.

SHG Related:

The women of the SHG had saved about 35000 Rs and borrow from that amount. Within the 2-3 villages itself they had 3 SHGs. They borrow in April and return in Dec/Jan. This year because of the drought they said they would not be able to return the loan. Also in the previous years they had loaned a large amount to one individual who had returned the money only recently. Therefore they had not got their accounts audited. Also the person keeping the records was not cooperating. A govt scheme provides loans and subsidy amount equal to their savings, but because they had not  got their accounts audited, they had probably not tried anything else. Dinesh, the SV coordinator for that area was present with us. And we discussed ways to get the accounts audited and get loans from the banks. Dinesh would work with them to get their problems sorted out.

Of the women, one had a degree and was working outside at HD Kote. Another had studied upto 12th and was the most talkative. But she also seemed to know more than the others.

They grow mostly cotton and many of them had their own land. This time their produce was lesser than previous years. Also there was no demand for their cotton. In addition, the price at which raw cotton was bought was much lower than the previous years. The women were very touchy about the issue of cotton.(A local Lions member mentioned at another time, that due to the farmers agitation and issue of water between Karnataka and Tamil Nadu a few years back, the textile manufacturers from Tirupur, which produces a large amount of cotton products, stopped buying cotton from HD Kote). Also they have to take the cotton to the taluk for selling. Transportation is a major problem and could eat up most of their income. If they can't sell, it becomes difficult to store the cotton or bring it back. 

The rest of the year (from Dec  to April) they have to look for work elsewhere They mostly do labor work and it is difficult to find work. When they are lucky they earn about 25 Rs a day. The men meanwhile waste their money on drinking arrack at the end of the day. The women have to manage their family with their meagre income.

General Comments:

Role of SDMCs:

See General Comments and other sections below.

Reaction/Cooperation of teachers:

According to the SV workers, the teachers have not taken it kindly with the SDMC asking questions. I hear that with the active participation of the SDMC, many teachers are doing a better job at their schools. But have not provided any better cooperation with SV.

The problem of the lack of teachers in the interior villages is still an issue. Lack of proper transportation, housing facilities, education for their children and reasons for teachers not staying. The teacher to student ratio is very unbalanced in many places. Most teachers want to work in schools on highways. So they bring political pressure on the local educational officer(BEO-Block education Officer) to send them on deputation for a year to another school, even though they are needed at the local school. Or get a transfer immediately after posting. This was a problem two years back and still is. 

While many of the teachers get regularly trained, they leave the taluk and the benefits are not available to the taluk.

The lesson is that schools cant be improved without teachers, and therefore whose problems need to be addressed. Note that the teachers salary was increased substantially two years back and may have improved the situation a little bit back then.

Also the headmasters are now directly accountable to the SDMCs. They need to take permission from the SDMC to go on leave. Generally I get the feeling that the HMs are working well with the SDMCs.

However due to other issues, the HMs have become more of bookkeepers than doing their jobs at school. They have to regularly send reports on the mid-day meal scheme. And generally they don’t have a assistant. So they have to do all the office related work themselves. In the high-schools, because of the new trimester scheme the HMs and staff have become more busy with the administration.

Representatives of SV attend the meetings of the headmasters as well as that of teachers to get a feel of the opinions of those groups.

Insfrastructure(classrooms, compund wall, toilet, drinking water):

Compared to my previous visit two years back, I noticed that most of the schools now have compound walls, toilets, borewell water. Also in many places additional classrooms have been constructed Essentially major inconveniences faced by the children have been removed. Money for these facilities comes from the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan(SSA-for LPS and HPS only) program(GOI), from the govt through the GPs, from MYRADA the local NGO, and from the local people themselves. Some have got funds from the MLA and MP funds. From SSA, they get between Rs. 50000 to 1 lakh per school, though not all may reach the school due to corruption. The construction may have been done by the local contractors selected by the SDMC(lot of politics in selecting these contractors), or the Mysore Zilla Panchayat through their construction division call the "Nirmiti Kendra" who specialize in low-cost housing, or by MYRADA. In the latter case they match the construction funds provided, and they have therefore built a large number of school facilities. MYRADA has been working in the area for the last 20 years and have supported construction of a large number of school and other community related constuctions such as houses and community halls. Still some of the schools have walls on only one side or three sides, not completed due to lack of funds.

The school premises have become more secure and safe due to the compound walls. Where the walls are not complete, illicit activities by the some of the local people have causes nuisance and trouble for the children and the schools. Did not have the opportunity to the children about the new toilet and water facilities, but hope that they feel good. With the new and better surroundings I hope that the children will be able to better focus on their studies, the results of which will only be seen after several years.

Much of the work of the SDMCs has been with the LPS and HPS schools. But the high schools that I have seen all seem to have all the basic infrastructure facilities.

The Children:

Another factor which might make the children(and their parents) pay more attention to their studies is the mid-day meal scheme of the govt. Though generally there is corruption, food not prepared properly, children becoming sick due to unclean cooking conditions etc, it seems to me that the program is benefical to the children. The local panchayat pays the cooks.

Dropout is more in boys than girls. It was thought that it would be the other way around, and more adolescent girls would drop out. This is for the year 2000-2004. A meeting of the HMs and the teachers is planned regarding this dropout

As per Mamata of SV, the academic performance of the schools have not improved much in the last two years, inspite of SV. One reason could be the teachers themselves who are not happy with the work of SV which has made the people question the non-effectiveness of the teachers, who are now answerable to the SDMC. There  has been no quantitative assessment of the performance of the children by SV.

Role of govt./ other organizations:

The last two years the Karnataka govt utilized a small fraction of the SSA grants from the central govt. Of the 400-something crores, they released only about 45 crores to the schools. Of the 150 or so crores previous year they used only about 50 crores. I hear that the govt depts did not submit accounts and reports and their lackadaisical attitude resulted in the underutilization of funds. As a result the central govt has withheld funds for the coming year(the same was the cases with many states too. Even though the central govt has allocated a few thousand crores, the state govts have simply not used them). Note however that the SSA funds are only for the LPS and HPS schools.

Asha and many other organizations together raise a small fraction of the money that can be provided by the govt. Therefore in my view if asha volunteers spend a good amount of time ensuring that the (SSA) funds from the govt reach the schools, by working with the NGOs and directly, and ensure proper fund utilization, that will be a major achievement. 

The head of the MYRADA organization, according to Mamata, apparently feels that, inspite of their work of 20 years, the people have still not become self-reliant and still depend on the NGO. Maybe there is lesson here for Asha and other organizations.

Corruption:

Corruption is still an issue even with the small amount of funds the schools get. But with the active participation of the SDMCs, the parents, the SHGs and the GPs, the situation seems to be getting better. Though it might change when the stakes are high.

At one of the school, the headmaster has hired another person in his place and pays  him some amount to be present at the school. Apparently the local people, and the govt officials are aware of it but nothing has been done about it.

According to SV, there have been about 20 cases of SDMCs and teachers colluding to misuse the funds.

The Block Resource Office(BRO):

This is part of the education dept which I was unaware of. This center coordinates and assesses as well as monitors the resources such as the funds to the schools, and probably the allocation of teachers. They also arrange trainings for the teachers and the SDMCs. The Block Resource Coordinator(BRC) says that SV has been very helpful and cooperative with his dept in the workings of the dept. One of the reason is that SV has provided funds for the trainings. But he also said that lot of funds was available from the govt. People from his office were describing how effectively and efficiently they do their job in ensuring the resources reach the school and the people. However, according to the SV people, the BRC isn't exactly friendly behind the scenes. Some of his people who extoll their efficiency are former teachers who haven't been the best on their jobs.

General Comments about Shikshana Vahini:

Based on the reports and my conversations with the people of SV, though they have conducted programs and activities on various aspects, their major focus and achievements seems to be strengthening the SDMCs. While at first it seemed to me that they have stressed too much one one aspect of the overall work, I think that in itself has had a major impact. Because the SDMC are now monitoring the teachers, the latter are doing their job with greater interest leading to better quality of education for the children. Since the SDMCs are also involved with the money aspects related to the school it appears that the money for the schools is spent in a better way and with reduced corruption. Since the SDMCs work with the parents, more children are coming to school and there are less dropouts. With the forming of the coalition of the SDMCs, they now have greater strength in approaching the govt bodies to get their problems resolved. The members of the SDMCs now feel bold enough to question unusual happennings in the schools that could negatively affect the children. They are also involved in monitoring the food provided to the children for lunch and have caused better quality of food for the children. And as seen from one of the examples quoted above, the SDMC has played a role in caste-discrimination among the children.

Therefore, while all the other activities are essential and must go on, strengthening the SDMCs has been a good thing. If the strengthened SDMCs continue to do their duties faithfully in the coming years, there id no doubt that the quality of education of the children of HD Kote will improve. The results will become apparent only after many years though.

My final recommendation is therefore to continue the funding for Shikshana Vahini for two more years atleast, for SVYM to continue their job.

==================================================================

[*SDMCs - There is an SDMC for each village. They are formed from the parents/guardians of the children by the GP I think.]

HPS - Higher primary School (upto 7th)

LPS - Lower primary School (upto 5th)

GP - Gram Panchayat (Village governing body)

BRC - Block Resource Coordinator

BEO - Block Educational Officer (Taluk level educational officer)

SSA - Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan - A program of the govt of India

HM - Headmaster

