Jambumadai site visit report

13 Feb 2008
Jambumadai is a village in Trichy district. It lies exactly halfway between Namakkal and Thoraiyur, about 28km from both these towns and an hour’s ride in a bus. It is about 2km walk from the main road there is just one bus that goes into the village once every day. The nearest bus stop is for a place called Thathayyangarpettai (Tha.pettai).
Senthil Kumar is the newly appointed admin for this project. We met at Tha.pettai bus stop at about 9:30am that morning and walked towards Jambumadai. He is doing his final year B.Com at National College in Trichy and will be finishing his course in another month. He currently works part-time, spending 2/3 days a week on this project but will switch to full-time in a month. As we were walking along, he was telling me about how difficult it is to walk & carry stuff like CPU, UPS, etc to the village because of lack of bus services. I told him that it might be a good idea to park a bicycle, if not a moped, at Tha.pettai bus stop and use that to commute once he starts working full-time and coming to Jambumadai more often.
We went directly to the computer center that has been sponsored and set up by Rotary Club of Toronto, Rotary Club of Trichy and Asha for Education. There is a women’s SHG building for Jambumadai that is being used to run the center. The room is pretty clean and spacious; there are a few windows but they are generally sealed off to avoid dust. There are five thin clients, each with a monitor, keyboard & a mouse, and the main server. The CPU had failed a few days earlier and so Senthil had given it for servicing in Trichy; he was going to bring it back the following day.
Thiruveni is the computer teacher for the center. She has a BA in Economics and finished her PGDCA at Trichy in 2004. She is happy that she is able to use her skills in her own village. She showed me all the books and materials that she uses for teaching; these include books about basic computing, some programming language books, tutorials, etc. Children from Jambumadai and a neighboring village Valasivaramani of age groups 8-15 use the center at different times. There is no fixed schedule yet but Thiruveni keeps the center open an hour in the morning before school, an hour during school lunch break and from 4-7pm in the evening. The main focus is on the evening sessions, where about 15-25 children show up. She spends the first half an hour teaching theory and then lets them work on the computers. Paint, MS Word and MS Excel are some of the applications she trains them on. Of course, playing games on the computer is a big draw for the children! She tests them regularly on whatever she teaches - she showed me a bunch of answer sheets from such tests. One thing to note is that Thiruveni also uses the time to teach English & Tamil to the children who come to the center. There are some study materials, story cards, short stories, NBT books, etc in both languages in the center now.
Some suggestions to improve the center:

1. Provide a fan or two and some additional lighting
2. Buy some more chairs and mats
3. There are no screws to hold the table top the stand – that should be fixed

4. I think it will be a good idea to provide more books to the center so that it can double as a library as well

5. There are frequent power cuts and fluctuations, so put a stabilizer in addition to the UPS to protect the server (arrangements are already being made for this)
The three of us then went to Jambumadai primary school nearby. The school has 67 children and is a double-teacher school, and all classes from 1-5 are taught using ABL. There are two rooms – the bigger room did not have a roof and was in bad shape though some people were working on fixing it. Thiruveni told me that the old roof was in a state of collapse and so it had been removed a while back; they were putting new asbestos roofing (I thought this was banned because of its bad health effects). So essentially all the staff, children, shelves and materials were squeezed in to the smaller room. 
A double-teacher primary school is one that has a headmaster/headmistress and another teacher. The headmaster was not there when we visited – we were told that he is about to retire this academic year and shows up only infrequently. He had instead “appointed” a relative of his to handle the classes along with the other teacher, and paying her a salary. The main reason for our visit was to have Thiruveni join the school as a teacher to help out alongside the two teachers. Asha Chennai has a few projects, including Project Sangamam and Project Dream, where we have appointed additional teachers through the PTA in government schools and ICDS balwadis. The main objective is to reduce the student-teacher ratio which in turn is helpful for effective teaching, better individual attention and sharing of workload. 
We were joined in the school by Asha Canada volunteer Vijay Sappani’s wife and father-in-law. As it happens, Jambumadai is Vijay’s ancestral village and his family was visiting the village at that time. We had a long conversation with the two teachers. We asked them about the children, their economic backgrounds, the school and any other issues. Things that came up were:

· Most of the adults in the village are agricultural laborers
· Children come to school pretty regularly

· The nearest middle+high school is at Valasivaramani, about 3km away

· They have started using the ABL methodology but are finding it difficult due to lack of space, materials and with the current student-teacher ratio

· The ground in front of the school is very bare making it extremely hot; they are unable to grow trees because cows graze about freely, so erecting a wall might me very useful
I then gave them an introduction about Asha and projects that we run in Asha Chennai, including ones where we support such government schools by appointing additional teachers and providing educational materials, school bags, uniforms, etc to the children. Also told them that we had employed Thiruveni for running the computer center but it might be good if she could serve as an additional teacher at the school. They were more than happy with the suggestion and were open to her starting the next day itself. I insisted that we had to speak with the headmaster and the village panchayat leader to make sure they were open to the suggestion as well. The assistant HM assured me that the HM would have no issues at all and would be more than happy to have another teacher in the school to help out. We sent a boy to see if the panchayat leader was available but he was out working in his fields in a nearby village and so couldn’t join us. The assistant HM again assured us that she would inform him of the additional teacher.
I told them that it would be a good idea to train Thiruveni for a few weeks on how to handle the ABL kits and let her teach on her own once she is comfortable. It would be a good idea to bring her in for the next round of RightStart training (this is the teacher training project that Asha Chennai conducts). Once this was finalized, we began interacting with the kids a little bit; we asked some questions, a few of them sang some songs/rhymes and Abirami, Vijay’s wife, distributed some biscuits to the kids. I then went around to the kitchen – the walls were covered in soot, there wasn’t enough ventilation and the cook complained that she had started having trouble with her eyesight because of the smoke in the kitchen. It is definitely worth spending some money to get the kitchen in better shape. Behind the kitchen is the toilet which has no water supply and is abandoned.
After spending about four hours in the village, we got ready to leave. Senthil & I came back to Tha.pettai bus stand and waited for close to 45 minutes for a bus to take us to Thoraiyur and onto Trichy. 
Update (4 March 08):

Senthil brought the server back from Trichy the day after our visit and the center is functional now. He is planning to buy a fan, chairs and mats for the center soon. He is in Chennai for a few days to visit our projects in Chennai and Tiruvallur, and to learn more about project coordination work. He is also planning to take a 2kva voltage stabilizer from Rajaram’s office to the center in Jambumadai.

Thiruveni has been going to the school regularly for about 3 weeks now. She keeps the computer center open from 4-8pm after school.
-  Bhaskar Venkateswaran

