Site visit report – Schools in Project Sangamam - Poondi

Objective:   To Observe and understand the facilities, learning environment, teacher’s views at Asha supported schools around Thiruvallur.

Date of Visit: June 25, 2009

Volunteers: Mrs.Kasturi and Sangeeta accompanied by Srinivasan and Komathi
Report By Sangeeta Arora

Foreword:  We wished to visit about 4-5 schools in Project Sangamam – Poondi to understand the environment in these schools and evaluate the current storage and utilization of Library books distributed to them.

Mrs. Kasthuri and I started from Adayar at 7.30 AM and reached Thiruvallur at 9 AM having had breakfast on route.  Srinivasan, Asha Coordinator at Thiruvallur was to be our guide for the day and we were joined by Komathi from Singapore, who is a Summer Intern doing research at Pudhur School. We picked them up and were on our way to the first school at Placepalayam which is at distance of about 30 Km from Thiruvallur. It was a pleasant surprise to find the roads leading to this village in excellent condition and we were at the school by 9.30 AM.  Following this we visited 4 more schools, T.B.Puram, Kuppammal Chathiram School, Nemiliagaram School and Pattarai Perambuthur School in that order.

A brief synopsis of our observations at each of the schools is as follows:

Placepalayam School (Middle School):
The school building looks well maintained and the approach to the school is also neat and inviting.

We received a hearty welcome from the kids of class 8. They spoke with us about the subjects they like, and gave us demonstration of their English skills. The children confidently sang rhymes that had been taught by the Asha teachers.  The ratio of girls to boys was almost 2:1 in this class. When asked we were told that parents prefer to send boys to schools that are more distant after class 7 while girls continued to study closer to home.

Asha Teachers, Nagomani and Radhika have been with Asha for more than 2 years and Kalaivani is a new teacher with us. Both seemed confident of what they were doing. Radhika handles the older children. The Head Master is new and was co-operative. The immediate need expressed was for more teachers. Radhika is evidently very dedicated. However she seemed unhappy about the situation that the HM had himself taken over teaching Math, the subject she prefers, and she was asked to take science. She elaborated to us that they often have to consel parents to send children to school regularlt.
The school has been provided with 4 laptops by the government. However these are kept locked at Radhika’s residence for 2 reasons – The teachers need to be trained on computers before they can utilize them for the children and the other that there is a concern they may be stolen by breaking the lock of the schools if left overnight. The library books provided by Asha are also not utilized due to lack of suitable storage shelves. 

Our immediate support could be to have a functional library established by providing storage shelves and get the teachers trained on computers.

Having spent about 45 minutes in the Middle school section we walked over to the primary ABL section which is located in a different campus across the road.  Asha teacher, Nagomani and one government teacher were handling the primary section following the ABL method. Nagomani explained the method to us and the children seemed to be well acquainted with the learning methodology. The relationship between the 2 teachers also seemed to be of collaborative nature. The library books were arranged on a table by the wall and we were told the children are happy to access these books.
We moved over to a locked room where we saw the other library books lying unutilized. As of now no register is maintained for the books.

We then headed for T.B. Puram School which is on the same route as Placepalayam.

T.B. Puram School:
T.B. Puram is a school that is recently being considered for support by Asha.  The school has 3 spacious rooms for the Middle school and there ends the positive side of the story. The children are being deprived of any consistent education as there is dearth of teachers. The Head master and assistant HM are taking the classes for children as best as they can along with the support of a young male PTA teacher. The need is more specifically for a science teacher and we came to understand that the children went through an entire Academic year without being taught any science. They also requested a computer literate teacher so that the laptops received may be utilized.
The situation in the Primary section was even more chaotic with just one teacher handling about 40 children for ABL.

We headed back to Thiruvallur and visited Kuppammal Chathiram School that is about 5 Kms. from Thiruvallur.

Kuppammal Chathiram:
This is again a Middle school with a separate section for ABL methodology in Primary classes. The asst. Headmistress gave a briefing that the student strength was dropping with the village people preferring to send their children to a private convent close by. She said that parents considered it a status symbol to send their children to the convent, even if the children did not necessarily have better education there.

We moved over to the ABL section that was handled by one Asha teacher, Sumathi and one Govenrment teacher. The asst. HM was very vocal in her objections to the ABL method of teaching. She said that the practices kept changing and by the time guidelines reached them it was almost October and a good part of the year had gone by. She also was of the view that ABL is not effective for teaching Science and math and that at best it should be used for teaching languages. In her view the content was highly inadequate. She also opined that some children would just manage to move up the ladder to the level of class 2, the time they reach class 4 and with that inadequate knowledge move on to Middle School.  This would then lead to a child not having the foundation to pick up the content of class 5. Sumathi seemed hesitant to speak much and gave the impression of being intimidated. 

The library books were in a locked shelf and we were told the key was with the HM who was on leave.

It was around 1.15 in the afternoon and we decided to take a break for lunch. We headed to a hotel that served excellent South Indian food.
Nemiliagaram School:
We started for this school post lunch. This schools is about 8-10 Kms. from Thiruvallur and approach road was in bad shape.  Therefore It took some time for us to reach there. On the way we saw the brick kilns which have a migrant population. They looked deserted with no work going on. The surroundings of Nemiliagaram schools were more like a village and Komathi was thrilled to see cows, monkeys and thatched huts.

The school building needs attention and the maintenance of the schools floor seemed very dusty and unclean. The atmosphere of the schools was not very conducive for education and needs looking into. Asha teacher, Rekha was quite motivated and involved with the ABL method. On the bright side she told us that she sits with the children post lunch and helps them to browse through the library books.
We came back the same road full of ditches and headed towards Pattarai Perambuthur. 

Pattarai Perambuthur School:
This is also a middle school and the attendance at this school was encouraging. The Asha teacher here was Sailaja who is a new recruit. 

Being a warm afternoon, the classes were being held under the trees and the children were very upbeat about it. This school had a charged atmosphere and that seemed to have passed on to the kids. We were happy to see the library books very neatly arranged in this school. However the storage space was borrowed and needed something more permanent. When asked about registers for the library the HM was candid to say that they were short on hands and teachers were already over burdened and they may not manage to maintain registers. 

Komathi was playing the bagpiper with her camera. The kids were very excited about being clicked and 2 cameras were insufficient to meet their requests to be clicked individually. There was a mutual reluctance between the kids and us to say goodbye. 

It was now past 4 PM and we were told there was not enough time to visit Pudhur that late. So we headed back to Thiruvallur.

We had tea at a roadside stall and were given some gyan about the temples around Thiruvallur. We visited the lovely Veera Raghava temple and a Anjaneyar temple that is quite famous. It was around 6.15 by the time we started back and the traffic was heavy on the return leg. 

Some common observations:

We could supplement our support to these schools with science and computer teachers. The Asha teachers we met are dedicated and skilled in their profession. The Library storage needs to be implemented immediately. It was disappointing to know that the children at Placepalayam were not given a set of uniforms from Asha as they were not ready. It may be better options to have local tailors undertake stitching of uniforms to size and in time. We also got a chance to interact with the coordinator Mr.Srinivasan and make some observations about his functioning. We felt it might be good if he could also take up some classes at the schools on a regular basis, as we understand he did on music earlier. 

The most positive take away for us was the enthusiasm and cheer of the kids. The art work of children in most schools was impressive.
