Project Dream site visit report

14 Feb 2008, Thursday
I arrived at Mannargudi late evening on the 13th and checked into a lodge situated in a busy trade road that runs perpendicular to the Gopalaswami temple. I paid Rs.100 for a room that was reasonably clean and had a fan (no TV), and am pretty sure that is the lowest I have ever paid for a room! After a good night’s sleep, I got ready, had a strong cup of coffee in the hotel below and went to the temple to check out the fantastic ‘gopurams’ around the temple. It is a popular temple and defines the town in some sense. 
I had engaged a taxi for 6-7 hours for Rs.600. I met the driver at 8am and we headed out. The plan was to visit four schools in villages nearby that Asha Chennai has been involved in under Project Dream. It was planned as a surprise visit so that I could go to these schools in their normal functioning mode on a working day. Also, the main objectives of the trip were to meet with teachers & students, assess the needs & requirements of the school, and make other relevant observations about the project – essentially all operational stuff. The intent was not to assess the quality of education, which I think is not possible in such a short time but has to be more systematic. 
Notes:

· I have made some suggestions all over the report but have summarized them at the end

· Have posted photo albums for all four schools separately; please look at these for reference
· The table below gives some basic info about the schools

	
	Rishiyur
	Karachangudi
	Arichapuram
	Poovanur

	Type of school
	Middle
	Primary
	Primary + Balwadi
	Middle

	No. of students in school
	203
	66
	69
	330

	Govt + Asha teachers
	6+4
	2+1
	2+2
	9+part-time tailor teacher

	Names of Asha teachers and classes they handle
	Maharani (VI & VII)

Tirippurasundari (V)

Kalaiselvi (ABL)

Naagavalli (ABL)
	Mercy (ABL)
	Ilavarasi (ABL)

Anuja (ABL)
	Mary Parimala (tailoring)


Poovanur: (http://picasaweb.google.com/chennai.asha/Poovanur)
This village is about 12km from Mannargudi. We got there at 8:30am not realizing that the school would not open until 9:30am. But, I should say, it was an interesting hour’s wait. The school is a middle school and the building is reasonably spacious. Classrooms for VI, VII & VIII and the administrative offices are in the main building, while the primary block is at the back in two separate buildings. A couple of people were around when we went – the SSA supervisor (in a wheelchair) and a cook. I was chatting with them for a while, enquiring about the village, the school, etc. As we were waiting, students started trickling in around 8:45am or so. A bunch of 10 girls from the middle sections got together, planned something and disbursed to work on several things. A few started sweeping the school grounds, a couple of them updated information on notice boards and few others started drawing a ‘kolam’ in the school entrance. Next, a bunch of boys began picking up the garbage that was heaped in corners, brought water over, arranged tables & chairs in classrooms and a couple of them started manning the main entrance to warn latecomers. I was very impressed with the enthusiasm and the efficiency with which the students performed these tasks.
Ms. Mary Parimala is a part-time tailoring teacher employed by Asha. She is from the same village and typically comes to the school after 2pm daily. One of the students went and fetched her because I had come. She took me to the staff room and explained her work to me. Basically she mostly teaches handwork/stitching to girls from classes V to VIII, and machine stitching occasionally for the senior girls. She showed me several samples that the girls had stitched and also machine-stitched covers for the computer. The headmistress A.Sendhamarai came in at about 9:30am and we immediately went to attend the morning assembly where the students were ready standing in perfect lines according to their classes. The assembly started off with a prayer (Tamil Thai Vaazhthu) followed by a student reading out news headlines in Tamil; next up was a general knowledge tidbit in English and then a ‘Thirukkural’ recital with its meaning explained; a pretty interesting line-up.
We went back to the office and Ms. Sendhamarai gave me an intro about the school. The Poovanur middle school is apparently one of the best in the Tiruvarur municipal corporation and its ABL program one of the best in the district. Incidentally, she was HM in a govt school in Rishiyur that Asha supports before coming here. I told her that I was impressed by the activities in the morning and she explained that they have a few students assigned as ministers and their teams with different portfolios including Chief minister, Education minister, Security minister (opens classrooms, keeps medicines ready, makes sure there are no fights/conflicts), Art minister (in charge of morning ‘kolam’, notice board), Environment minister (cleans the grounds, keeps tables & chairs in order) and Gardening minister. She also mentioned that Mr. Arjun, an Asha Chennai volunteer, and his family had helped purchase some land for the school behind the main building. 
After a brief chat with some other teachers who had just come in, I went to the primary block. Mr. Selvakumar, a very enthusiastic & motivated person, is the senior teacher in charge of the primary classes and ABL methodology being implemented there. There are two other primary teachers. Students from classes I to IV are separated into two sections for ABL purposes; Tamil & Sciences in one section, and English & Maths in another. The way ABL is implemented here is the most impressive one can ever see. The classrooms are spacious and are able to comfortably seat all the children with enough space for storing the materials. Under ABL methodology, the students are supposed to continue working/studying even when there are visitors and are not required to greet the visitors with a chorus ‘Good morning, Sir’ as is the case with every school I have been to but not this one. Mr. Selvakumar and his staff put in a lot of extra effort and have come up with a lot of great new ideas than what is required of them. These include:
· Mr. Selvakumar spends summer holidays writing English and Tamil words in handwriting notebooks for the children; he writes 3-5 words per side, 2 sides per page on 80 pages per notebook, for 4 notebooks per child, for about 120 students. I looked at several such notebooks; some of the students enjoy it so much that they get through them in 3-4 months.
·  He has a list of about 600 English words that he trains the children on. He wanted me to pick any random student and test them. I picked a few, asked them to spell words (including ones like ‘xylophone’, ‘peacock’) or to give the meaning in Tamil or to spell & read a word; everyone I asked answered every question correctly.
·  He has prepared a couple of thick folders with newspaper clippings, mostly from Tamil dailies. He again asked me to pick any student; I picked a few and pointed to articles I wanted them to read. Almost everyone I picked read out articles from these cuttings absolutely fluently. He is planning to experiment the same idea with English articles once he increases their vocabulary levels.
· He has another folder where he draws or presents some interesting facts (science, general knowledge, etc). For example, he had drawn the solar system in color with all relevant labels. He explains the concept in detail to the children; everyone is then supposed to read, understand and explain it back to him over time. Once he knows that a child has understood the concept, he asks him/her to sign below and they are ready to move on.
· The HM later told me that their school and ABL is so popular that they are being approached by parents for admission for children currently going to English medium private/matriculation schools in the area.
 He explained a few more of his innovative ideas but I had already realized the school was worth a separate visit. As I walked out, it dawned on me that I had been completely underestimating what small children, especially in rural areas, are capable of; I realized that given the right environment and coaching, they have the ability to learn way more than what is currently being offered to them!
I thanked the teachers and went back to meet the HM. I told her that it would be a great idea for some of the Asha teachers to visit this school and observe the classes, especially ABL, and learn from it; she was fine with the idea. I also urged her to request Mr. Selvakumar to document his teaching methodology. I told her that the middle school teachers better be prepared to handle the current batch of students trained in ABL because they are going to be quite challenging to teach!
Rishiyur: (http://picasaweb.google.com/chennai.asha/Rishiyur)
A 35-40 minute drive on narrow roads through a bunch of villages along picturesque green fields got us to Rishiyur. This happens to be one of the first schools supported by Asha Chennai. Due to lack of enough space, the primary school block and the middle block are in two different locations about 2km apart. I first went to the primary school block. Students in two ABL sections were focused on reading when I went in; there was a lot of educational material, a few shelves & trays, and displays of work done by the students themselves. I asked the ABL teachers how they were adjusting to the new teaching methodology – they told me that most of the children seem to like it and it is effective, but it certainly has increased the workload for the teachers. This makes it more important to maintain a low student-teacher ratio I think. I then spent some time in class V asking children some English and Maths questions for which they responded well. 

The headmaster Mr. Paramasivam and Ms.Maharani, one of Asha teachers, had just come over from the middle school block. Mr.Ramesh, the senior ABL teacher, the HM, the four Asha teachers and me sat for a discussion. The HM said that there had been some issues with local political people trying to get involved with the functioning of the school, but that those issues have been sorted out since he joined more than a year ago. This school has had a very high turnover of HMs from what I know. He said that the attendance has been healthy and he was, in general, very thankful for Asha’s help. The HM and Mr.Ramesh presented me with a long list of requests including:
· Sports and play materials; the ones we had given a few years back are worn out

· Uniforms

· Funding for a study tour
And some specific ones for the middle school:
· Computers

· High jump stand

· Stand/table for lab equipment which are now in boxes

· Bench/desks for classrooms; all students sit on the floor now
· Churidars (uniform) for girls

Given so many needs, I asked them what steps they were taking to seek assistance from the government and if they have sought help from the AEO or DEO when they visit the school. The HM said that they do constantly tell the education authorities about these needs but the funding from government can hardly meet the needs. He said that a middle school was allotted Rs.14000 last year from the SSA program (this varies from year to year), and it was barely enough to fix the existing problems like plumbing, electrical equipments, etc and that they could not even think of any new improvements. On top of that, they were instructed to use the same funds for buying ABL materials as well.
We then went to the middle school. Asha provided the land and SSA provided funding for the new building. There are three reasonably spacious classrooms and a staff room. The land in front of the school is a bit bare but could be turned around into a nice playground. Strangely enough, in 2 of the 3 classrooms, the class teachers had parked their scooters inside the class! There was a computer in one room but I was told that it was not working. There was also several boxes with lab equipment that they could not put out because of lack of tables.
Kaarichangudi: (http://picasaweb.google.com/chennai.asha/Kaarichangudi)
We reached the primary school here after a ride along pretty narrow mud roads. The village is very remote and we had to ask quite a few people before we got there. There is a big stream that runs across a few villages, and most of them walk or cycle in a mud path along the stream, so they were not too sure about the route for a car.
The school that we support here is a double-teacher primary school; these are ones where due to shortage of teachers, ABL is used for class V also. We have one additional teacher called Ms.Mercy. When I went, the assistant HM Mr.Maraimani was napping (he was sick and had taken some medicine) and the HM was out in a meeting. Mercy and the SSA supervisor were handling the two ABL sections. I thoroughly surprised them, and the assistant thought I was some government official. Though the building is in decent condition, it is one of those depressingly run-down schools in every other sense – the classrooms need some perking up (the blackboard paint had worn off, so children can hardly read or write on it), there is not enough learning material, the kitchen is covered in soot and does not have enough ventilation, the locals stole the pipes & taps in the toilets and there is no water supply making them completely unusable (in fact they were locked) and worst of all, the assistant teacher didn’t seem to have any motivation. I spoke with Ms.Mercy and she requested a few things:
· School bags and uniforms

· Additional educational materials

· Fencing or a compound wall to protect the campus

· Help with fixing the kitchen and toilet

I told her we would do our best and left.

Arichapuram (a.k.a Arisivapuram): (http://picasaweb.google.com/chennai.asha/Arisivapuram)
This is the last school I visited. There is a primary school and a balwadi next to each other. This is also a double-teacher primary school. The children were having their mid-day meal when I went. The HM was out in a meeting and I met the assistant HM and two Asha teachers Ms. Ilavarasi and Ms. Anuja. They said that the attendance is typically good and they have no issue with drop-outs. Typically, there are more drop-outs in higher classes and is not a big issue in primary schools in TamilNadu. There were two spacious classrooms for ABL, though there were not enough learning aids and materials. 
About 15 children were having lunch in the balwadi. I didn’t see any toys or learning materials; when I asked the balwadi teacher about it, she told me that they have quite a few but they are stored in a bunch of boxes because there is no bureau or shelf to keep them in. She takes them out every day for the children and puts them back in the boxes and keeps the boxes in the store room; another problem is that rats had bitten away a lot of the toys and materials kept in the store room. The toilets and the kitchen are in just as bad a condition as in Kaarichangudi. Ilavarasi mentioned that they have started having water supply issues recently. 

The Asha teachers here definitely seemed to be in control and were motivated to improve the education and conditions at the school. Both school and balwadi teachers mentioned quite a few times that Mr.Arjun, the project steward, had asked and they had given a list of requests a couple of years back. Here’s a list I got from Ms.Ilavarasi:

· Uniforms; Asha issued a set of uniform about two years back but they have worn out. So they requested the parents to buy uniforms instead of civil dresses for Deepavali last year. Given that most of them have only one set of uniforms, they have asked the students to come to school in uniform only twice a week

· Learning materials
· Shelves/bureau for the school and balwadi
· Help with kitchen and toilet

I left the school and got to Mannargudi a little after 2pm. 

Summary & Suggestions:
As I mentioned at the start, this site visit is aimed mostly at addressing operational issues and not much with the quality of education, though the former has quite an impact on the latter. There are some very similar needs across most of these schools including educational materials, uniforms, school bags and some additional needs for middle school in Rishiyur; common infrastructure requests tend to be for fixing the kitchen and toilet.
· The total amount budgeted in 2006-07 for this project was Rs.6.02 lakhs but the actual amount spent was Rs.1.40 lakhs only. The total amount budgeted for 2007-08 is Rs.6.60 lakhs.
· Over the past two years, we have hardly spent for any of the budgeted items except teachers’ salaries and uniforms. We have not issued uniforms yet though they have been ready for a while now.
· As much as I realize that Asha can’t spend on everything that the school needs and that we should urge the schools to be more pro-active in their communication with the government, the ground reality is that the funding from government for these remote rural schools is abysmally low. 
· We have committed to helping these schools with several things, which puts the responsibility on us to honor the commitment; if we can’t, we have to set their expectations low.
· One of the main issues is that we are unable to manage this project remotely from Chennai. There is a budget for a project coordinator for Rs.36000 per year, and we should definitely try to hire one. As we have seen with Project Sangamam – Poondi, having a coordinator for a project away from Chennai might be the most effective way to run the project.

· Another issue is fund-raising for this project; we haven’t put in enough effort to raise funds for this project to spend on all the budgeted items, but we at least have to make sure we spend the funds that we have raised.
· On the education front, it will be worthwhile for some of our Asha teachers to visit Poovanur and observe their innovative administrative and teaching methodologies. 
-  Bhaskar Venkateswaran

