2010 HUT Vidyashram, Perambalur, Site visit report  - August 2010

===============================================================

by Meera Sitharam

In addition to plenty of pictures and press articles available on the projects page there are plenty of pictures of HUT at:

http://picasaweb.google.com/hutrajavenkat

I visited in August, 2010 just a day before ``Adi padinettu,'' the 18th day of the Tamil month of Adi, when the southwest monsoon water is released at Mettur dam and fills the Kaveri while the land is still dry and parched -- it is the dry windy season, recall that this part of the country is sheltered from the southwest monsoon by the western ghats. The plains only get the returning northeast monsoon from the himalayas in November! But the highlands even of the eastern ghats do get some rain in this season. So the streams and rivulets running down from both ghats on the leeward sides are full. Consequently, everywhere in the plains of tamilnadu, you get the strange phenomenon of full rivers running through a mostly still parched land. It is not a surprise that Adi 18 is a very special festival throughout the agricultural regions of Tamilnadu. In the rural areas, more special than Deepavali.

It was a good day to visit, to shake off the sadness of 3 deaths over the

past year of people who were close to HUT. 

Mr. Senthil Kumar of Trichy kindly drove me to HUT and back.

A paragraph about Trichy Senthil is in order. He knew of HUT via the late trustee Mr. Mahalingam and had already donated to HUT. He was very close to Mr. Mahalingam and helped the family immensely during Mr. Mahalingam's  last days. He was an NRI working in the IT industry until recently. He traveled back and forth for some time, initially to care for his ailing father. He then decided that he was financially independent enough to return for good, be of service to the community and yet support himself and his young family in a modest lifestyle. He seemed to be an apt person with whom to be visiting HUT, He showed a keen interest in my site visit activities overall. He also drove us to Payir in Thenur,  as another Asha (Uflorida) site visit. 

Subsequently, he has persuaded his brother-in-law Dr. Sridhar, a psychiatrist to make periodic visits to the HUT Vidyashram to help the counselors there monitor and assess at-risk children, as well as provide free consultation to them if visits to his clinic prove necessary. This would fulfill the recommendation of my late brother Shreeram, also a psychiatrist who set up the methodology for assessing the HUT Vidyashram children when he visited them in 

July 2009. I had forwarded his detailed report to Mahesh, Asha NYCNJ steward 

shortly before Shreeram's untimely death in November 2009. I do not see the

report on the Asha project page. It does not compromise patient

confidentiality, and can be posted, I think. I am forwarding it again along

with this email. Dr. Sridhar visited subsequently and his psychiatrist's

report is attached to this email also. It can be posted as well.

The children and teachers

=============================

The children looked healthy and cheerful and energetic. 

Many of them had grown and filled out. They speak boldly and mischievously.

They were very excited to see me although they were disappointed

that my kids hadn't come along this time (my kids have been visiting every

year, but this year one of them was a bit sick, so I hadn't brought them

along). They were also excited because (a) they had a special meal that day,

donated by a local friend of HUT (b) most of them were being picked up that

same day by their relatives to go home for Adi 18. I sat with two groups

them for sometime during their classes. 

The use of ABL is in full swing for the younger kids, they are used to the

routine and know exactly what to do, finding their places, taking their

cards at the right level etc. The older ones are following a more

traditional curriculum (more on that later). Their reading and writing in Tamil is reasonable. Their reading and writing of English is essentially rote/memorized. They were practicing writing letters in English. Letters requesting authorities to grant them something or another, a useful skill for dealing with govt bureaucracy :) 

Their arithmetic is passable when you ask for some mechanical operation to

be carried out. I asked one or two kids questions to test higher order thinking and application of arithmetic concepts. They seemed to be flummoxed, I couldn't tell if this was nervousness or not. I think doing word problems is a lot more important than speed of calculations. I plan to check that out next time. 

The teachers were enthusiastic and interested in one or two algorithms I suggested to them for doing basic computations that help to ``picture'' and conceptualize place value.They still feel that these kids learn slower than healthy kids, but seem to have come to terms with that. 

They have trouble retaining teachers since nowadays Government schools pay

teachers well. Something may have to be done about this. In fact a young man who was there last year seems to have left. He was active and energetic and took the kids on nature walks in the nearby hillside and countryside, now they don't have anyone to take them. More on this later. 

Health and Educational Records

========

The visiting nurses/doctor and  the counselor are keeping scrupulous records on the kid's physical and mental health (carefully following the suggestions of the 2009 psychiatrist report by Dr. Shreeram).

The vitamins/deworming suggestions of a few years ago were discussed again

and the actual necessity for vitamin/mineral supplementation for the non HIV

kids was discussed (the HIV kids receive pre-ART which does include

supplementation). The conclusion was that daily vitamin supplement may not

be necessary, but some regular supplementation would be advisable, perhaps

increased in frequency at critical times, when some of the kids are sick or

when they come back from visiting home etc.

Similarly, the teachers are keeping scrupulous records of the kids work and

progress. At some point the reams and reams of paper will have to be put

online, for easy access and space saving. That leads to the next topic.

Computers

==========

They have  been donated a few PCs by Microsoft Corp. Ofcourse, they have to run

MS software. This was a very positive development. They hadn't been set up yet when we visited.

The plan is to use the computers both for maintaining records and for

instructional purposes. 

I brought up the point that the kids should learn to use opensource

software rather than become bound to Microsoft software. 

This was controversial since the PCs were donated by Microsoft. And ofcourse

HUT would like the relationship to continue.

Eventually we concluded that as long as they used a microsoft OS and browser

when they went on the internet (and hence visible), they could use 

something else offline. One could partition each PC to carry both OS's or simply devote some PCs to remain offline.

Yoga, physical training, music

=======================

Someone is teaching the kids Yoga, and they are really into it.

One of the kids is so much into it that he knows more than the adults there

and leads the group beautifully. He speaks and demonstrates each pose

clearly, walks around to see if everyone is doing alright, gently corrects

kids etc. They accept him and really get involved in it. He is a natural Yoga master! 

This is a highly positive development and directly addresses my complaint

last time about inadequate physical exercise.

Along with this Tamil brand  (name forgotten) of  Yoga for school children comes ethics and critical thinking lessons ``do not simply accept what someone asks you to do, always ask yourself why?''

I was thoroughly impressed. In addition, the kids have their usual playtime

before dinner when they run around, play ball games, board games etc.

I suggested additionally to provide for one or two inexpensive music systems 

so they can play some music of their choice during this time and dance if they felt like it. Ofcourse, they would have to resolve conflicts democratically on

what choice of music is played when :)

They are still learning songs and sing with enthusiasm.

The music system could be used for other such instructional purposes as well.

For folk music and dance education options for children, see 

http://www.youtube.com/user/timbaktu141190

Field trips

============

Field trips were mentioned, which is a positive development. But they are

trips to relatively far away places and take place relatively infrequently.

In addition to these, I suggested  frequent, short nature trips by foot in the 

neighboring hillside,either early morning or close to sundown. 

Otherwise, they are stuck within the small campus the whole time.

Give each child a small notebook and plastic collection bag where 

they can note down interesting observations and identifications and 

classifications and discoveries of the sights sounds and textures of nature.

Graduates of HUT Vidyashram and demand from other parents

===================================

A couple of kids have ``graduated.'' I asked how they were doing. They seem

to be doing okay and still going to school, properly integrated, closer to

their relatives. 

I suggested that HUT keep tabs on what happens to them, how

they are doing in school, at home etc. Perhaps the easiest way would be to

ask the teacher of the new school they are attending. Since the main

counselor is an active member of the positive peoples network and has

connections in all the villages, he should be able to keep tabs.

Apparently, owing to the success of HUT, and the effect it is having on the

Vidyashram children, other, non HIV families are willing to pay to have

their children to be educated at the HUT Vidyashram! This is fantastic. This means the HUT vidyashram is doing a great job at eliminating stigma, at the very least!

They are considering how to take advantage of this opportunity that could

take them a bit further towards self-sustainability. Currently they are

packed to capacity. On the other hand, it would be a pity to turn the new

customers away who are willing to pay.

One related moral question is this: if HUT plans to expand, shouldn't it first accomodate other needy HIV affected kids that have so far been turned away?

Perhaps it is time to think of a balanced and pragmatic approach with an eye

to continuing to nurture HIV affected children (the decreased stigma is a welcome change) 

while gradually decreasing dependence on donors (at least in proportional terms). 

Raja's family has a lot of experience with running schools. They are in a

good strategic position to do such thinking and gradually cme up with a

realistic plan.

Missing ALM textbooks and teacher training

==============================

None of the ALM text books (the active learning method

for 5th and 6th graders, transitioning to middle school) were there yet, so

the kids were without textbooks! The active learning method textbooks are

very nice and written in a way that the kids can read and learn from them

independently, ideally before the teacher discusses them in class, so that

there is no lesson really, juust question answer sessions, with students

asking the questions and teacher answering them.

It was a pity that the books hadn't arrived up to 1.5 months after school

had started! Also the new teachers felt inadequate since they hadn't attended

the 3 day ALM training session yet.

A resourceful solution would have been to just buy old/used ALM textbooks

from last year and have someone who went through the training last year to

informally train the new teachers at HUT itself, so that they could operate

on a reasonably sure footing until the official textbooks and training came.

I suggested this to Raja. I am not sure if it was carried out. I certainly

hope it is carried out next year.

Landscaping, construction and rainwater harvesting

================================

Another suggestion from a previous site visit report has been adopted  

and the kids had planted a few saplings and a vegetable garden. Each was

responsible for a part of it. They come from rural communities, so they know

about the soil and planting and some of them have real interest and  

natural green thumbs. It was wonderful to see. They also use the used water

from the kitchen washing for watering the plants. I hope they are using the

bath water too (as we did at our house when we grew up). Only the toilet sewage water cannot be thus used. 

What better way to learn about our relationship to the environment.

I suggested other simple rainwater harvesting methods such as catching the

substantial roof runoff using gutters and tanks or cisterns. And pointed

them to both the Oorani foundation and Mr. Ramkrishnan's work (Mr.

Rainwater). 

http://www.dhan.org/ooranis/index.php

At the very least, they could simply reduce runoff from and

around their plot, by directing the runoff deep into the ground,  

so that their local watertable stays reasonable.

Rainwater harvesting appeals to them since I was told they do sometimes have a bit of an argument with a neighbor with whom they share a well (I am not sure what the nature of the argument is and whether it is a bore well).

This is not a matter of concern, since they seem to have a largely amicable

relationship with the neighbors. I am only mentioning it as a motivating

factor for rainwater harvesting.

These are good alternative skills for the kids to learn.

In addition, I would now suggest that they let the kids experiment with simple construction principles (a garden shed, for example, or  trellises to train their vegetable vines) and let them experiment with local materials or cheaply acquired materials: bamboo, coconut and palm fronds or grasses to make thatch, mud or molds to make mud bricks.

They could work on interesting roof frames etc. See

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AsKucPRBObs

http://www.timbaktu.org 

http://www.youtube.com/user/timbaktu141190

Other useful skills (bicycle and other simple repair, woodwork, arts and

crafts) that children can learn are also suggested in the ``children's resource'' video above. 

Also see:

http://www.k4arts.org.in/

Alternative energy solutions

==============================

I was very happy to see that they are serious about saving energy bills for cooking and moving to renewables and have already moved to an energy efficient wood stove that cuts wood consumption by at least 30%).

They had there  a solarcooker by the Solar Oven Society (www.sos.org) which

I had brought to my home in India sometime ago. It had found its way to HUT via 

our  common friend, Mr. Mahalingam, who has passed away this year.

Concerning solar, here are three very useful sets of websites -- A thorough and patient exploration and networking with the people and agencies listed in these websites will provide you leads, both for finding local expert consultation on installing a solar kitchen and waterheating and for finding funding for purchase/fabrication and installation:

(1) You can find SK-14 and Scheffler solar cooker (parabolic reflectors, for community kitchens such as yours) international suppliers(as you browse through the Indian ones you will find many in Tamilnadu) 

http://www.solarcooking.org/directory.asp 

Some images of solar cookers can be found here 

http://www.solarcooking.org/images/gallery-para.htm

(2) The auroville renewable energy consultation

    http://www.auroville.com/aurore/

and about their solar kitchen

http://www.auroville.org/society/solarkitchen.html

       http://www.auroville.org/society/solark_sunnydays.htm

(3) A gujarati NGO that manufactures scheffler and SK-14 solar cookers Lots of pictures and data, nice pamphlet 

http://www.solarcooking.org/images/gallery-para.htm 

Data for water boiling (how long it takes during various times of the day --

you will see that my estimate of 1 hour at noon was accurate, although it

was a bit unclear when we tested it during my visit with my solarcooker that

you now have there. I would suggest doing it again, after cleaning the

cooker carefully and thoroughly and timing it carefully).

NOTE:

As we discussed, boiling water is the hardest part. For heating the water to

a good starting temperature, just a black drum watertank on the ceiling in the sun will do a good job. 

(4) From the above P2P website, allegedly 90% efficiency biomass stoves  (Magh-3 +++G)

             http://www.goodstove.com/

             using a variety of self-produced compacted biomass (compacter designs are also available on the site).

             (5)All kinds of alternative energy solutions:

             http://www.selco-india.com/

             Again, these are good alternative skills for the kids to learn.

