Siragu Montessori School   Site Visit.

Link to Photos: http://www.smugmug.com/gallery/4053949#236091130
Link to You tube Videos: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gEBptbjnMKg
Website: www.suyam.org, www.siragu.org 

Daily Activity in the School: http://www.siragu.org/activities.htm
Thank you, ASHA Cleveland for the opportunity to visit the Suyam Montessori School at, Avadi, Chennai as part of a site visit. The school is situated in a small village called Palavadipettai. It close to an Indian Airforce Station and a Defense factory. There are multiple Central Government  Schools, but these children do not have access to these schools..This is the main project undertaken by Ms Uma and Mr. Muthukumar.

I reached the School, which is about 2 hrs from Chennai, at around 7.30 AM. Children who are boarders in the school were having the “healthy gruel” which I believe is a concoction of protein and calorie rich, pulses. The children were particularly excited, as that day they received, new slippers (which were of good quality) donated by another company from Chennai. Mr. Muthukamar stated to me that, a lot of infections could be avoided by good footwear. After the gruel they, had breakfast whish was Uppuma and Potatoes (which tasted pretty good) . Highlights of the visit 

1. The kids were  smart and 7-8 yr old kids were able to get an atlas and point to Cleveland on the Map, within 10 minutes of my arrival (also in video)

2. As, the day progressed sat with Ms Uma, to discuss the school and concepts behind the school. She came across as someone down to earth and with passion to help these kids. 

3. The kids move from Known to Unknown… My understanding being that rather than only being taught the rigid standard curriculum which is the standard of practice in India, these kids were encouraged to ask questions and, to “reverse engineer” as of how things work to basic science concepts. They called this “Learn to life” concept.  The kids certainly had a good rapport with Uma and their teachers and were not scared to ask questions. 

4. The School was an English Medium School, and Uma feels that these kids deserve the best education that is available to other middle class children in the area. The difference being these kids, were in the streets before they enrolled in the school. One of the  other volunteers who dropped  me back at  the main bus stand, told me that they have problems , with parents coming trying to lure the children back, when they visit them. However, the school had very good retention rate. The school has apparently become very popular with the local village kids, as well. 

5. These were first generation learners school had to be a fun and interesting place for these kids to continue to show interest and learn. The Class rooms were brightly decorated. (See photos) and there were many books and toys available.

6. No traditional Exams, only report cards: (See photos). There were kids if different ages, in different classes and deserving children were being accepted all through the year, i.e. there was no once a year admission policy. Children were able to advance classes based on teacher recommendation and  report cards

7. Work books were printed out, on different ‘practical’ areas, i.e . . . . Kitchen, Science, etc. which were being distributed to  the children for free.

8. Teacher Recruitment: The teachers were a dedicated group and Uma was stating that they have had to change a few of them, as the children did not like them. Children were encouraged to ask questions and this was not appreciated by some of the old fashioned teachers. In addition these teachers were getting paid much less than, in the open market.

9. Finances: The school received a grant from a German Company for some land, however they need to buy more land (which has become prohibitively expensive in Chennai), for the school to get ISCE certification. There are working on the buildings, toilets etc. What was striking; however was that, the School does not have a regular revenue stream. They apparently depend on some local donors who chip in when things are really tight, but other than that they are dependent on monthly collections.

10. Classrooms: Were brick and concrete buildings, but the area gets water logged when it rains. The classrooms double up as bed rooms for boarders at night. Well equipped in terms of books, I thought. There were about 4-5 computers and good educational software. They use computer based learning and testing tools, for kids starting 2 grades.

11. Vedic Mathematics: Kids demonstrated the concept of Vedic Mathematics (I had no clue and still have none), by which they demonstrated solving (a+b) ^2 using traditional methods and Vedic methods, which was very impressive.

12. The classes... ‘Standards’ were not age segregated. There was an all year admission policy. Older kids apparently had a three month period in each class, and then they could be promoted.  On the other hand, kids could also remain in the same class, if they were not thought to be appropriate for advancement.

13.  The children apparently  have won prizes at college level arts contests. They had the paintings on ceramic tiles, placed at various sites in the school.

14. Computers: There were computers in some the classes, with educational software. The children were pretty comfortable with them. There was also a separate computer lab, with as significant software collection.

 The visit ended at about 1 pm, as the children were getting ready for their lunch break. I recorded a short request for you tube which has been posted, and was dropped back at the local bus stand.  The school certainly appears to be doing a good job at it stated goal of providing quality education. The infrastructure is rudimentary and it is surprise that they have been able to run this well, without many regular donors. Both Uma and Muthuram appeared committed to their goals and came across as honest persons.

I have not been involved with ASHA, prior to this report, so this is report is just to do that... give ASHA the information regarding Siragu Montesseri School and the activities of Ms Uma as part of running the school. I feel that she is doing a commendable job, and deserves to be supported. Please feel free to email me at thandrr@sbcglobal.net   with any questions regarding the report and I will be happy to share the video that I had taken during the visit with anyone interested.
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