Name of the organization:

VISWA BHARATI VIDYODAYA TRUST

Post Box 28

GUDALUR - 643 212

NILGIRIS

TAMIL NADU, INDIA

When established, motivation and history:

Vidyodaya was first set up for children of the educated philanthropists of ACCORD (a non-profit organization working for the Adivasis of the Nilgiris) by Rama and Ramdas, a couple who had been working in the field of education for over a decade.  In 1995 a few Adivasi families asked whether their kids could attend.  So many enrolled that a new building was needed and the mission of the school changed completely.  The parents built a school with their own hands with traditional Adivasi architecture.  This is now the kindergarten shed.  The school has grown from about 40 students to 103 (52 girls, 51 boys).

Organizational structure:

According to Ramdas, "The Vidyodaya Trust is registered as a Charitable Trust under the India Trusts Act. It has a Board of Six Trustees of whom I, B. Ramdas, am the Managing Trustee. The Board meets every quarter to review and finalise the ongoing work. Besides this, the Adivasi Education Team consists of 14 persons, all of whom work in the field or in the school; along with Two of the Trustees they have a monthly review of the work. This is then presented at the Board meetings. The Vidyodaya School has R. Surendiran as Head Master and Rama Sastry as the Correspondent.  Surendiran, along with teachers Shanthi and Janaki, form the Adivasi team who manage the affairs of the school.”

Long-term objectives:

The school has kindergarten and grades 1 to 8.  It has not gone further due to lack of space mainly, but also because of a lack of good teachers.  In the long term the the school will definitely go up to Class 12, besides providing for skill-based training for those who do not want to go for higher education.  As the school has now been accredited as a Study Center by the National Institute of Open Schooling of the Govt. of India under the Open Basic Scheme.  It will also in course of time draw in children from outlying villages for contact classes.

Religious or political affiliation:

None.

Overview:

The school consists of two sections -- the primary section which is recognized by the government and the tutorial section (called the learning center) which is Class VI upwards. The learning center children appear privately for the Class VIII exam. 

The students in Class VI and VII are receiving, in addition to their academics, vocational exposure in tailoring, bookbinding, agriculture, hospital care, and teaching.  

Science experiments and mathematical puzzles are conducted in the primary classes too, to give children hands-on experience instead of only abstract learning.

Students spend an hour each day on crafts and handiwork to develop creativity and dexterity of their hands.  Annual sales of these items are made and the children get a share of their effort.

Singing, dancing, story-telling and other cultural forms which come naturally to the Adivasi children are also encouraged.  Developing a sense of pride is essential.

The school also has a Children's bank where they have saved over Rs. 30,000.  This saving programme allows the kids to save up money for them to continue higher education after they pass out of Vidyodaya School.  It also allows them to buy everyday stationery (books, pencils, pens, etc.) from the school’s stock at reduced rates, without actually having to carry money around.

Other projects:

There is an extensive program to encourage education of kids in about 235 Adivasi villages in the region.  Designated village elders make certain all kids attend school.  There are 10 after-school "tuition centers."  There are 84 permanent village libraries and a few traveling libraries.

Location:

Vidyodaya School is about 1 km from Gudalur (population about 300,000) on the Mysore-Ooty Road in the Western Nilgiris.

Recent disasters:

The Gudalur region has been economically depressed for a few years since the price of tea fell deeply.  In some Adivasi villages there is malnutrition as a result.

Describe the activities you are soliciting funds for:

The bus and the jeep are vital, but they drain almost 27 percent of the school budget.  Of 103 kids at the school, 70 depend on the jeep and the bus.  Of course, Asha's contribution really will go to strengthen the school by relieving it of part of this expense.  (Part of the money, very roughly Rs. 8000, will not go to the school.  It will relieve families who now partly pay for the jeep.)  The school’s greatest need now is a new building, so Asha will be indirectly contributing to the building fund.

Teaching techniques:

Nothing exotic here.  It's pretty much like sound classroom teaching anywhere.  I was impressed to see how diligent the little kids are with their homework.  The school is English-medium.  My fifth-graders and sixth-graders understood my speech.

Literacy rate:

The literacy rate is 33 percent for Adivasi men, 24 percent for women.

Sector of society:

Adivasis from 5 tribes.

Criteria for admission to the school:

Ramdas writes, "The admissions to the school are conducted by the Adivasi group of Surendiran, Shanthi and Janaki. Any Adivasi child is admitted to the school. The child has to be recommended by the Adivasi Munnetra Sangham, the base organization of the Adivasi people in Gudalur. The Leader of the Area (Cluster) has to okay the admission and state what is the payment the parent can make towards the child to the school, as nothing is given free."

The average fee is about $3 per year.

Student:teacher ratio:

About 9:1.

Services in addition to education:

The big one is free, unrestricted access to the hospital for every kid.  The hospital is excellent.  It also monitors the kids.  One day, Shyla, the obstetrician told me,  "One of the little girls at the school has not grown for a year and a half.  We have to look into why."  Another day, two nurses came to the school and collected blood samples from kids' fingers.  The blood was analyzed for sickle-cell, which is common in this population.  

In answer to this question, Ramdas emphasizes the craft and vocational training, and adds, "We also have cultural inputs too like dances, songs and theatre.  These are mostly to do with encouraging the Adivasi forms in order to build in their sense of dignity and pride."

Facilities:

The kindergarten shed is a mud platform about 15 by 30 feet with low walls and a corrugated metal roof.  The school has concrete floors, brick walls, and tile roof.  It has one large classroom, used for grades 1 to 4, three small classrooms, a library alcove, and two tiny offices. 

There two toilets, ample playground, some educational toys and sports equipment, blackboards (too few for this math teacher), a library (which gets use), washing water that may not be safe to drink, electricity most days, and a computer that some kids have used to send me email.  Each kid has a small writing table.  They kneel on the floor.

Teacher qualifications.

Ramdas writes, "We have three teachers who have degrees in Teacher education -- B.Ed. The others have been trained by us here. As a matter of policy we try not to take teachers with teacher qualifications as they have to unlearn a lot. We prefer to take fresh graduates and train them with us. This is why we have been so successful.  All our other teachers except one are graduates.  Surendiran, Shanthi and Janaki were part of the Adivasi team that has graduated although when they joined us they had only completed schooling. We have a Teacher Training programme going on here as part of our Resource Centre's activities."

I am uneasy with what Ramdas says about unlearning, but I must admit that these teachers get remarkable results.

About government schools:

Ramdas heads an organization that encourages about 2700 kids to attend government schools, which are better than nothing, but also provides education at Vidyodaya School for as many kids as possible.  This organization spends about 45 percent of its income on the school (including 12 percent for transportation) and the rest for the government school kids.  

Current funding:

The different sources of funding in the last year (2007-08) were:

Grant from Sir Ratan Tata Trust, Rs. 600,000

Charities Advisory Trust, Rs. 206,118

Individual donations, Rs. 350,540

School Fees, Rs. 11,370

Interest and other receipts, Rs. 53,402

Total, Rs. 1,221,430

Charities Advisory Trust is a British agency that bundles contributions from individuals, adds 28%, and sends it on.  Their contribution can be expected to shrink because of hard times in the UK.  The same goes for the individual donations and possibly even the mainstay, Tata Trust’s part.

Today, in May 2009, the Tata Trust is tardy processing the school’s request for renewal, much as Asha Colorado often is.  It is unknown when the school will get their answer or whether as much will be provided as in the past or when the flow of money will resume.  Ramdas, who must get concurrence of the Adivasi community, is budgeting month-to-month.  Next year’s annual budget is really quite indeterminate.

The school’s FCRA number is 07597011.

There is more information about Vidyodaya School at 

www.adivasi. net
