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Along with our two daughters Manasa & Sambhavi, we visited Bharathi Trust in Chennai in August 2008.  Siddamma picked us up early in the morning of the 15th of August and we drove together in her Tata Sumo to an organic farm being run by Bharathi Trust in Tiruvallur District.  At the farm, we were welcomed by her son Ashok (who was visiting) and other locals.  We spent one day at the farm.  The farm is in a beautiful setting and there are plenty of vegetables and grains being grown there.  The farm acts as a local resource centre for people in the nearby areas.  Various experts in the area of organic agriculture have visited the farm and participated in it.  The farm carries out a lot of experiments in the area of organic agriculture.  The produce is also sold in and around local villages.  The food we ate at the farm was 100% local and extremely tasty.
The next morning we set out towards Senchiamma School in Senchiagaram Village near Uthukottai.  For Bash, this was the first visit back since we had helped to set up the school in March 2003, so it was a very special occasion.   Jayashree had visited a couple of times more since the school started.  We reached the village around noon.  One change we noticed was in the approach road to the village, which had become more “pukka” when compared to earlier.  Otherwise the area was pretty much similar to how it was 5+ years back.  The school itself had an asbestos roof in place of the old thatched roof that was originally there.  This was because of the Tamil Nadu Government ordinance after the Kumbakonam fire in 2004. The asbestos roof while being cost effective made it very hot for the children.
The kids were eagerly waiting for us and had prepared a show for us.  There were 28 kids in the school on that day.  The total strength was 30-35.  Most of the kids performed either songs, poems or in some cases dances.  Their art work was displayed in the class room and they were as enthusiastic as ever.  We could see that they were much healthier thanks to the meal program in the school.  We had seen them as children in much poorer health.  This only re-iterates the need for good nourishment in early childhood.  
Some of the kids who were originally in the school in 2003 had grown up and joined the nearby Government school.  Reports are that they are doing well.  It is clear that Mariamma, the teacher, is doing a wonderful job with the kids.  Moreover, she has been a steady factor in the school since its inception in 2003, which is a very good thing.  The school had originally started with two teachers but now has only Mariamma.  We felt she was a bit overworked.  It isn’t easy to handle so many frisky children!
After the performance was done, the kids were served lunch.  They were bubbly and enthusiastic as ever over lunch.  Sambhavi sat with them for lunch, but Manasa who had fallen sick on that day was asleep with high temperature.  We had to cut our visit short in the afternoon to take Manasa to the doctor.  The village leader accompanied us on this trip and we were able to chat more with him about the progress of the school.  The school has clearly made a difference in the lives of the people there and they are proud of it.

Below are the observations we made during our visit along with our recommendations:
1. Due to the asbestos roof, the inside of the class room was very hot during our visit.  August is not even the hottest month in the area.  Given the toxic properties of asbestos and the heat, we recommend that Asha try to fund a tiled roof in the school sometime in the future.  The minimum we should do is to fund for a couple of fans.
2. Some of the learning aids we had helped the school procure in 2003 had undergone wear and tear due to heavy use.  We should consider funding some new learning aids in the school.  This will not be a large amount.  The school really needs some new learning aids.
3. Mariamma is a very dedicated teacher and is a big asset to the school.  Originally she had a second teacher with her (Bhavani) and now she is alone, so she appears to be overloaded.  She could use additional help.
4. The school needs proper attention and investment to replenish a lot of infrastructure that has gone through wear and tear.  We suggested to Siddamma that she should have a good education co-ordinator who helps with ensuring that the overall needs are cared for.  We would recommend more Asha site visits on a regular basis.  The locals don’t always ask for better learning aids – perhaps culturally they are used to making do with what exists.  This is where we should provide for them.  The Learning aids have really helped the children develop in many ways – in a well rounded manner.  It is worth our constant attention and intervention.
5. Continue the food program. We could see the benefit for the children. 
6. Overall, the school is playing a positive role.  We feel it has gone down a bit without our intervention in terms of infrastructure.  But the children are certainly healthier and sharper.  We have not been sending funds in a predictable manner to this school and they also do not ask us until they are completely out of funds.  We should fix one month of the year to send the funds and always send it during that month.  The predictability will help them.
7. We must keep in touch with them at least once in 3 months over the phone.
