Conversation with Anand Rao over phone. Sunday 11am EST

Akash: Why would Mahiti Sindhu project not fund this school?

Anand: Mahiti Sindhu project is only for the government schools. Secondly, considering the low standards of government schools in general, more and more non-government schools are coming up in rural areas. Some of these non-government schools are more of a community schools in which community have spent a lot of money and the community itself takes care of the school. Our aim is to fund computer aided education in these kind of schools. The reason we have chosen these schools is that these people have very high level of interest in education and are willing to contribute financially towards it.

Akash: What kind of computer training are we taking about?

Anand: We are basically, talking about computer aided learning and not computer or IT type of training. We have surveyed lot of schools and the input the we got from teachers is that, they want computers primarily as a tool to help in teaching the existing curriculum. There are lot of good computer aided learning software available and using them to teach children would be the primary purpose of the computer center. We would be using Azim Premji foundation software for this purpose. The Azim Premji foundation has developed this software for Computer Aided Learning and is using it in its own computer learning centers. The CD is available at a discounted rate of Rs 100 from them.

Akash’s Comments: I have seen some description of this software on internet on Azim Premji foundation’s website. It looks like pretty impressive.

Akash: The instructor seems to be working at very low wages. Would she be working full-time or part-time? We have reservations, that instructor is qualified enough.

Anand: The instructor is a woman with a B Sc degree. She is the one who initially came up with this concept of computer center. She is familiar with working with computers in general. We interviewed her and told her what is expected of her and she seems to be confident that she can handle it.

Akash: What are the demographics of this village? This village has got 4 schools and 1 college. In this sense it seems a bit unusual rural area.

Anand: Yes, this village is unusual in that sense. But, one of the reason for that is that the villagers have very high level of interest in education. This village is basically a center of lot of villages in this area. So children from neighboring villages come to study in this village. This whole area’s economy is dependent upon peanut farming and weaving. And their income level is very low, even when compared by rural standards. Further, their peanut farming is totally rain dependent and on the other hand weaving business is bad because of cheaper imports from China. So villagers see education as a way to break this loop and getting some other opportunities. In fact, the high interest of villagers is evident from the fact that they have put about 5-6 lakhs in this school over the last decade. And now villagers are ready to pay upfront cost of Rs 60,000 for this computer center.

Akash: Your costs in the financial statements seem to be a bit off. For example the UPS cost is way too high. Have you taken another set of bids for the costs of equipment and software etc?

Anand: Yes, we have talked to other vendors and I have modified numbers now. The cost of just computer hardware is Rs 20,000. The licensed software from Microsoft would cost another Rs 6000-7000. This UPS system is basically a 4 hour backup battery system. This is needed because this area is under 6 hour power cut everyday. And otherwise, also the power in the village is very unstable. Also, for this kind of power situation we need very good voltage stabilizers, so the costs of UPS’ are high. We have got new quotes for UPS now and they will cost Rs 28,000 for 4 computers instead of Rs 60,000.

Akash: 100 children per computer seem to be a bit high.

Anand: When, we surveyed the teachers, the also wanted more computers. But we decided let us start with 4 computers in the beginning. If it works out, we can add more computers in the future.

Akash: The computer learning center concept would never work if the existing teaching standards in the school were not good enough. Have you made sure that the teachers in this school are good?

Anand: Yes, we have interviewed the teachers in this school. Even though, they are not as god as we might find in good urban schools, these teachers, know what is expected of them. The classes are full, the attendance is good in the schools and the teachers are regular.

Akash: You have mentioned in the proposal that an entrepreneur can use this center after work-hours for generating additional funds. But if this center would not be connected to Internet, how this would used by villagers and college students?

Anand: First of all, connection to internet is not practical in this village at this time. It might take more than 15 minutes for a connection and then too it might be very slow and break up. So basically, internet does not work here. The rural kiosks in Karnataka also do not use internet. They basically take the data in a CD and take that CD to the urban centers. The college students can use this computer centers for training for computer based tests. These days lots of entrance and other tests are computers based, so they want on computer training for these tests. Also, the school students might pay for extra learning after school hours.

Akash: Asha DC does not have a stipulation that this project have to be 100% self-sustainable. We would like to have a longer-term relation with the project and are ready to fund small maintenance and up-gradation costs. But we want good feedback from the project, in the sense it is working and what is the impact.

Anand: Yes, we would be giving regular updates regarding the project to Asha DC. I have sent you the monitoring and evaluation document to you. If Asha DC needs anything else, let me know.

Akash: Ok, I will take up this new information in the next proposal meeting. Also, since the numbers seems to have changed, send me a page with the new financial statement for the proposal. Also, if you have any deadlines of preferable dates by which you want funding, mention that with the new financial statement.

