Puvidham Site Visit Report
December 28, 2009

Reaching Puvidham

Puvidham is located near Dharmapuri, about 150 km from Bangalore.  We left around 7am, and reached Puvidham around 10:45AM. There are 2 routes to get there: one is via the Bangalore-Salem highway, all the way till Dharmapuri, from where one needs to take a deviation towards Hoggenekkal Falls. The one route (we took this) is to take a deviation near Hosur towards Royapetta, and continue towards Palacode, Indoor, and then towards Nagarcond. This route is shown in the map below, for future reference, for anyone else doing site visits to Puvidham.
First Impressions

We were met by Meenakshi Umesh at the entrance of Puvidham. The campus is a large one, with the school close to the entrance. Close by is Meenakshi’s home, that she built more or less by herself, with some local help. Some kids were playing outside, most of the others were inside in classes; Meenakshi gave a few instructions to the kids outside; we were surprised with the fluency of English that they conversed in. As we found out later, they were quite smart in English, Tamil, Mathematics, a very impressive bunch indeed. 
We then went inside the house, and quickly freshened up with a breakfast of a couple of very tasty adai. While we ate, we spoke to Meenakshi about her experiences building the place. She told us that she grew up in Bombay where she studied architecture, spending a lot of time commuting through the hustle and bustle of a growing metropolis. Sometime during those formative years she said she made up her mind to move to a rural place. Soon after, she and her husband, Umesh, started looking out for land in Karnataka, AP and TN. They finally decided on a 12 acre land that would later become Puvidham. A few years ago, they bought another small piece of land of 4 acres close by which has now become the site of the student hostel and also the organic farm.
The land at Puvidham is a dry volcanic bedrock, hardly a dream for someone aspiring to setup a nice farm. Meenakshi told us about the challenges they faced when they were planning the setting up of the school and home. Their home is a very simple one, with basic necessities and a lovely sitting area that overlooks the land. Some very simple furniture and stone based sitting exemplified the spartan living Meenakshi & her family live in. 
Meenakshi told us about the hard time they had building the house, when they stayed in Dharmapuri, about 22km away. She would commute everyday by cycle to the land, and work with some local labour to build the house. Slowly, and after numerous challenges that made them question the fundamental tenets of their entire idealogy, they built the simple house, a very simple school building, and were able to get started with their dream. They now have a tractor that they use for local use on the farm, and also transporting water, etc. since there is no water available in the volcanic rock bed.
[image: image1.jpg]



School visit
We then went outside to the school area. There are about 3 different buildings, with a central play area. There is a separate building for UKG/LKG kids (2-5 years old). A second building has kids from 1st standard (equivalent) to about 5th standard (equivalent). A third block has 6th-8th standard kids and a computer room where there are two computers. More on all this in detail later.

We then went behind the house to the small farm that the children are involved in growing. There were a couple of cows here, a biogas unit, a compost pit, and a small farm where the kids are involved in growing channa dal, and some simple vegetables. Meenakshi told us that the children are actively involved in this activity, which was very good to know.

One very big challenge they have faced, Meenakshi said, is the kind of land here; a hard volcanic rock bed makes it very hard to grow anything. For the same reason, there is almost no water table underneath, and all the water they need for the school has to be bought in water tanks and stored in local storage. There are some trees that they have planted over the years, some of them withered away with different seasons, but some have thankfully been resilient; any kind of agriculture here, is indeed, in spite of the land conditions. It seemed to be an impressive feat by itself that Meenakshi had managed to grow so many trees and the small farm with so many challenges.
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By now, it was around 2pm, and we went inside for a quick lunch with Meenakshi. After that, we went back to the school area to do a more detailed interaction with students and the teachers. 

School Visit - details

Kindergarten Kids

Here we saw about 10-12 kids engaged in activity with their teacher. Most of them, we were told, belonged to villages close by. Meenakshi showed us some special education aids they had devised for these children. Some of the interesting items were:

1. Numbers/Counting aid: This involved sticks of different sizes that represented numbers. Kids would start with one stick, adding another stick meant addition. The sticks were interested scaled in size as well, so that once the kids got used to addition/subtraction, smaller sets could be used for faster counting, adding, subtracting, etc. 
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2. Practicing alphabets: 

a. In order to avoid the dependency on slate and chalk (or paper/pencil), a lot of practice session for the kids is to write on the sand outside. 
b. English alphabets are taught one at a time, and only when all the kids have gotten one alphabet do they move on to the next one. Alphabets are taught based on phonetics; for example, “A” would be taught based on a picture of an apple, “a” would be taught based on a picture of an “ant”.
c. Alphabets are started towards end of LKG. Tamil alphabets started earlier. By the end of March (end of year), they get done with the alphabets. 

d. They teach one alphabet per day, and teachers use the phonetic method`to teach the alphabets.
3. Word bag: Each kid gets a paper bag of words, the content of which are changed once every few days. So every morning, the child must go through the word bag, and understand the words/alphabets put inside, memorize them, write them on sand. In this manner, the children get used to memorizing simple alphabets, words.

4. Private mat:  This was one of the most interesting items. Each child is given a small cloth mat, it is a notion of a private space for the child. The child can keep this during the day and can do anything on this – keep some counting objects, words, pictures, etc. Meenakshi told us that this is to build a notion of privacy and private spaces early on in their childhood. 
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By this time the kids were doing some physical exercises, jumping, skipping across the room, before they finally lay down for relaxation.
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Primary & high school Kids

We then went to the 2nd building that had kids from 1st to 5th standard. Meenakshi showed us around and introduced all the teachers. Some of the kids  (4th standard) had an exam going on. One thing that struck us was the lack of any discernable boundaries…all classes seemed to be a single class, and yet each had a space, kids and teacher of their own. there is a small central area where some kids were writing their tests, one in each corner…from this central area, there were about 6 rooms, sort of in the shape of a hexagon. Each room was one class, with about 10-15 kids, and a single teacher in each. In spite of the common areas, and noise, there seemed to be harmony within each group. Some of the children were feverishly doing their Mathematics test, some were reading English loudly in the 5th standard, some were practicing/reading Mathematics. 
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We visited each class in turn, and spoke to a few kids, asked them questions. Most of the children seemed very smart in Mathematics, and they were able to give answers quite rapidly to the questions we posed them on addition, subtraction, ratios & proportion, simple geometry, etc. Meenakshi was herself taking an English class.

We then went inside to have a simple lunch with Meenakshi, while the kids also took their lunch break. We were told that the children are also provided with midday snacks – they have contracted with a local baker in Dharmapuri to make ragi biscuits. As part of this, they are also given eggs once a week, green grams sprouts etc. We were also pleased to know that they don’t use plastic in the school.
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Farm visit
After lunch, we visited the farm. There are actually 2 farming areas. One is right behind Meenakshi’s house, and this is a smaller one, where children also learn and participate in farming. Here they grow very simple things like lentils. There is also a bio gas unit, which is actively used. There is also a cowshed where they maintain a few cows; the milk from the cows are also used. The farm here also not in very fertile ground. Since this is a volcanic rock bed, it has been a challenge to grow anything here, and has taken years of patience and persistence.  
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We then drove to the other larger farm area, which is adjoining the hostel. This farm is larger, and is on much better land. Here Meenakshi grows quite a few vegetables, lentils, some coconut trees. There is also some innovative use of water around the farm so that nothing is wasted. 

All the items grown here are organically grown, Meenakshi showed us some of the organic fertilizers that they use as pesticides, etc. A lot of the vegetables grown here are used for cooking for the children. But they also have to buy from outside.
Hostel Visit
Next we visited the hostel blocks. There are two hostel blocks, one is the older block, where most kids are still staying. There is a new block being built, which is more spacious, and can facilitate more children. There is a common toilet area in between the hostel builds. This could be kept more clean. 

The kids take care of washing their clothes and stay together in a large room – there is one room for boys and a separate room for girls. In the new hostel block, there are a few more rooms, where there are better facilities for the girls, attached bathroom/toilet, and also a separate place for children who might fall ill. The new hostel block has space for cupboards/storage as well, so that children can keep their clothes, etc. 
Teachers

Most of the teachers at Puvidham have degrees in education (B. Ed usually). Meenakshi told us that it takes a lot of time to train the teachers, and open their minds to this kind of teaching, children, etc. Out of degree, their knowledge is mostly bookish and hence it takes a lot of time to train to get them out of the normal teacher mindset. Teachers are paid a bonus usually around Diwali. Meenakshi told us that they have also done something innovative if we cannot pay them bonus – they are given some insurance policies, which is an added incentive to the teachers. Teacher retention tends to be a challenge, Meenakshi said that they try to pay insurance or bonus so that that they don’t quit around middle of year. Sometimes, teachers don’t inform if they are leaving, which gets very hard to manage.  Meenakshi holds regular meetings with teachers to inform them about finance conditions, plans for school, etc.

Migration issue

Most hostel kids are migrant kids. Parents withdraw their kids sometimes at random from school, since they are move to other places. Meenakshi told that they try to have good interaction with parents. By putting in effort early enough to interact with the parents, they see a lot of difference in the attitude of the parents towards childrens’ education. 
A lot of parents sometimes do not understand the benefits of this school. In general, the parents are asked to pay for the children’s education - 1 day wage is general guideline. However, this is not always possible, and they cannot collect always from parents. They also had to let go of some students once the fees were increased a bit since labor wages increased outside. Current set of students’ parents are very appreciative, and understand the goals of the school well. 
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By now the kids were outside, playing football, cricket. The girls were playing among themselves. Soon everyone gathered to do small drama/acting. There were teams of children who came onto stage and presented songs, dances and small skits. It was very cute, and entertaining to see the children freely express themselves.

Organic farming & Asha fellowship update
Meenakshi mentioned that she had not yet received her Asha fellowship money at the time of our site visit. Meenakshi mentioned that organic farming by itself is a huge task, and takes up a lot of time. She has not been able to spend a whole lot of time on farming, or working with local farmers to educate them about organic farming, since schooling and taking care of the kids takes up a lot of her time. She said that she would like to be able to spend more time, if she can get qualified teachers who can take up more responsibilities in running the school. Local farmers also need to be educated about organic farming techniques. She was hopeful that once the fellowship money arrives, she can get some help and can make progress with organic farming - she has already recently hired a couple of people for helping with organic farming. Additionally, she was hopeful that once the hostel construction work is over, few other people might be able to help out more with farming – they already have some organic and fertile mud (Meenakshi mentioned a specific name for this, that we forgot) and manure/pesticides that are organic based. 
We were hopeful that Meenakshi will be able to get the help needed at school so that she can focus on the organic farming as part of her fellowship. 
One thing that Meenakshi mentioned that they would like some help with the website if possible. We would need some volunteers to help out with this. 
It was time for us to leave. We bid goodbye to the kids, who enthusiastically waved to us. We wished Meenakshi good luck and headed back to Bangalore.
The pictures from the site visit are uploaded at: http://picasaweb.google.com/rajeev.muralidhar/PuvidhamSiteVisit
A couple of videos of the children busy at drama & acting are also uploaded to: http://picasaweb.google.com/rajeev.muralidhar/PuvidhamSiteVisit
