Site visit by Melli Annamalai, Asha-MIT/Boston, June 11, 2010.
I spent a day at Deenabandhu to see the finished green home for girls and get a general update on things.

Midday meals
The day I visited 194 children had lunch at the school (all the students who came to school that day).  Teachers were eating with the children as was the norm.  The day’s menu was sambhar (with greens from their own garden), rice, and then curd rice.  Now the food is all cooked at the Deenabandhu boys home and taken to the school and the girls home (after some challenges of pilferage by the kitchen in the school, the kitchen was centralized where it could also be directly supervised by Mr. Jayadev).  I had the same sambhar later that day (the point being the same sambhar is served to guests also attesting to its quality).
They used to buy 20 liters of milk a day, but how they have a cow now and only need to buy 8 liters.  They have two mango trees (very sweet mallika mangoes) and papaya trees.  They also grow some tomatoes.  All this helps the home, but is not enough for the school midday meals.  Mr. Jayadev plans to use 2 acres of land he has to grow a lot of vegetables and plant lots of papaya rees.  

Deenabandhu School

They are closing down class VIII due to low enrollment.  It appears that the parents want to send their children to English medium for high school.   Given that Science in XI and XII is only offered in English medium, and seeing the challenges students face when they switch from Kannada medium in class X to English medium class XI I can understand the parents’ desire to move to English medium more quickly.  But the old question of whether the children will learn in an English medium school without knowing the language well remains.  At least Mr. Jayadev hopes their vocabulary will improve. The goal at Deenabandhu school had been to run a Kannada medium school where English was taught well, so that students would not be trying to learn the language through the medium of instruction and could instead concentrate on learning the subject, but things are not yet at a level where all students know English well.  

Teacher Resource Center

A good TRC has been established at the school, funded by the Ratan Tata trust.  They have staff who do outreach in schools.  I can see that the quality of materials has improved a lot over the years.  Some of the experiments used to teach Science are phenomenal.  The center has benefited from workshops organized by NGOs, such as a recent one in Pune.

Computer Center

The Computer Center at the school is funded by Small Step Foundation.  There are 8 new computers, several old ones.  The person managing the computer center is excellent. He has done a course in TV electronics but seems to be a wizard in fixing old donated computers.  Children in classes 4-7 learn Paint, and then Word, and by class 7 should be able to type a Word document and print it.  This helps children not have a fear of computers.  

Fees 

Fees are now Rs. 250/year for primary school children and Rs. 700/year for upper primary classes.  The school used to be free for girls wit a nominal fee for boys.  Parents protested at the new fees, and some moved their children to government schools.  Fees were added partly due to increased cost (food, computer, etc.) and partly due to pressure from funding organizations.  They wanted to raise it to Rs. 2000 or Rs. 3000/year but Mr. Jayadev said it was not possible.  Funding organizations insisted that parents should pay for something to value it.  The disagreement in one case is so much that they seem to have suspended funding.  But fees seem to have affected enrollment.  They are now able to absorb all applicants unlike originally feared because there was so much interest in the school.  (I wonder whether there are other reasons such as English medium private schools (this is my guess based on what I see in other areas), but they don’t think so).  Parents who send their children to Deenabandhu school are those who would have sent them to government schools otherwise.  No private school has been attracted to this school.  English medium private schools are about Rs. 8000/year. The poorest come here.  They would languish in poor government schools otherwise.
Mr. Jayadev writes a column in the widely read Kannada newspaper Prajavani every fortnight.  He gets more recognition with this which is great.
Girls Home
The girls are settled in to the girls home now, and as always the rooms are very clean and well-maintained.  The girls follow a disciplined routine (just like the boys do in the boys home) which includes studying, taking care of themselves (washing clothes etc.),  maintaining the home,  and so on.  I had their 4.00pm snacks with them.  What I noticed was that the older girls really seem to take care of the younger ones.  They sit down with them, the younger girls like to clamber on the older ones’ laps and there is a general sense of helping each other that is very good.  The girls seem happy and content.  They go to the Deenabandhu school or if they are in high school to a local high school.  Many of them learn dancing (Bharatanatyam) from a dance master who comes to the home.  The home includes a library, and lots of open spaces.  Details on the environmentally friendly aspects of the home are in the report.
