Swami Vivekananda Youth Movement – VidyaKiran
This is my site visit report for SVYM’s VidyaKiran project, visited on Saturday, May 12th 2007. Thanks to my friend Eshwar, who very kindly agreed to drive me out on this detour while on our way to BR Hills from Bangalore. 

We left Bangalore early – 5:30 am – so that we would reach Heggada Devana Kote in good time that morning, which we did – we were there at about 9:00 am. H.D.Kote is a smallish town, the taluk headquarters of H.D.Kote taluk, and it wasn’t hard to find the small office of SVYM, about 100 metres off the main road. H.D.Kote is still rather pristine, has lots of trees, not much traffic, very little pollution from vehicles, many houses of older construction and style, and many tiled roofs as would be mostly seen in towns and villages. It obviously has government primary and high schools and a PUC college, and there are also a couple of private colleges. There was one public internet booth (dialup ()

Waiting outside was Somashekar, who has been the coordinator for the VidyaKiran project for the past year. He had been warned of our arrival at about 9 am. Once inside we were introduced to Shekar, who appears to be the second in charge around – I am not sure if he is the account assistant mentioned in the proposal. We met three more people, who are either part of the program/SVYM or are at least well-wishers and/or friends – names of Swami, Dinesh, and the third was a girl whose name I didn’t quite catch. I think they mentioned that she is the accountant, so maybe it is her remuneration included in the proposal.
When we arrived, there was some coaching going on in the room inside – the office is housed in an actual residence, the entire ground floor having been converted to the SVYM office. At the time, it was mathematics coaching going on. I was rather surprised to see that the majority of students in the class were girls, about 30 out of the 40 in the room. On enquiry Somashekar said this was not usually the case, and possibly coincidence today that the number was so skewed. None of the kids live in H.D.Kote as such, but come in for class from nearby villages, ranging anywhere from 2 km to 15 km away. Most of these villages have government buses plying to and from H.D.Kote. 

I talked to Somashekar and asked him to explain the program – VidyaKiran– and also the current proposal. He did so – basically everything that is presented in the proposal – and spoke with clarity and complete understanding of the project and new proposal. Shekar contributed quite a bit to the conversation, and appears well versed with the project too. A lot of stress was laid by everyone about how many kids join a B.A. program mostly because they are afraid that a B.Sc. would be hard. In particular they are worried that the medium of instruction being English, they will be unable to understand or keep up. By the time we finished discussing the project and current proposal, the class finished up, and I was able to talk to some of the students. These are kids who have been in the VidyaKiran program for a year already. However, this is the first time they are coming for coaching. In the current program, coaching is given only to II PUC students, and these are the students who will be going to II PUC this coming year. They are getting an early start…. Also they mentioned that not doing any of this will mean they will get out of touch by the time college starts again. I would have preferred to have picked a student myself and talked to him/her without the coordinators around, but since I didn’t make this clear beforehand, I thought it might create something of scene, so I succumbed and talked to whoever they pulled out for me ( Talked to 2 girls Kavya and Sunita, and 5 boys – don’t remember their names. Kavya is apparently one of the top students in her class at college, and comes from a very deprived family – one of the success stories. She wants to become a doctor. Of the boys I talked to, one was from a tribal family, and I think he might have been associated with SVYM’s Viveka project. Most of them appeared very happy with the coaching and very confident about themselves except for the appearance of modesty/politeness/shyness that Indian society asks of young adults towards the slightly older working public, especially if they are attired rather neatly and clean-shaven and particularly if they are “from-foreign” (
Somashekar lives close by – he rents a house there. I thought he said he is actually from Saragur (a village about 11 km away), though he might have been referring to his previous job. I seem to have forgotten his background, so I will highlight the uncertain part. I believe he has completed B.Sc. B.Ed. He was working elsewhere before joining SVYM. I think he had to leave because the Government changed the rules about who could work there and his qualifications didn’t suffice anymore (?) After that he joined SVYM as a schoolteacher as part of their project in Saragur (or was it some other place?) After one year of doing that, he joined the VidyaKiran project and has now been with it for one year. He appears very energetic/enthusiastic and is rather personable. The children also seem to like him/talk to him very freely. 
After talking to the children, we looked around the office. There is what they call a library, but there were not too many books in it. I realize they have only what is necessary for that level, ie. text books that cover the PUC syllabus, and a couple of CET entrance training/preparation books. It is understandable that they don’t see the need to stock up on general books like a regular library might. In any case, mostly I saw only Mathematics and Physics books. Students are allowed to borrow the book for 2 weeks at a time. They are planning to start coaching for CET entrance exams this year.

There are two computers in another room. One is used for office work alone, and the other is for the students. Asked how 50 or more students manage with one computer, and he said they usually sit around it in group of 5-10. Mostly, they play VCDs that the project has purchased. These VCDs are recordings of classes (or recorded in class form specially for the VCD). The teacher on the VCD is clearly American, but it didn’t occur to me to ask at the time if the students actually understood him – I suppose they do. Aside from being able to view the material delivered in lecture form, I didn’t think they were very impressive since they don’t allow for any interaction in any way. Somashekar mentioned that there are other newer series that are much better, and he is hoping to buy those to replace these. 
Finally, at about 10:30 we started to head out to the villages to meet some new candidates for the next year. As mentioned in the proposal, towards the end of the school year they go to all the government high schools in H.D.Kote taluk, talk to the headmaster/headmistress, and ask them to spread information about the VidyaKiran project to all the classes. They also ask for a list of all students that have scored 70% and above (these are the ones with a realistic chance of getting into Science in their further education) and ask them to apply for funding from VidyaKiran. Once all the applications are collected, they need to visit them in their home to learn more about them, and also to evaluate the applicants based on their criteria. We set out to visit 5 of these applicants in 2 villages. 
The first village we went to was about 3 kms from H.D.Kote. We drove by car to it, and the road was fairly good – government buses do ply upto that village. We met 3 candidates there – Devanayika, Manjunayika and Nagaraja. These kids had scored 75, 72 and 71% in their recently completed SSLC exams. I was given to believe in the earlier discussion that most village families were large with at least 5-6 kids, mostly because more hands help in farming and/or bringing in money from coolie work. However, all these kids had small families of 2-3 kids at most. Two of them had both parents, but none of them were around to meet us. They work in the fields all day, 7 days a week. Some of them own some land but many just work as coolie workers on others’ lands for daily wages. They get paid each day and so staying back to meet us would have cost them a day’s wages, which is very valuable given they live mostly day to day on the money they earned the previous day. Staying back to talk to us for 10-15 minutes would have cost them the whole day. Somashekar and others will visit them in the evening when they are back home from work. Those who don’t own land are not even guaranteed coolie work everyday, so job security is literally non-existent. Coolie generally earns them 40-60 Rs. per day. Of this most fathers are addicted to arrack, and spend about 25 Rs. on arrack which they drink after coming home from work. So they hardly save anything! The mothers’ earnings are saved for household expenses. In Nagaraja’s case, he doesn’t have a father, so his mother works to support him, his grandmother and his sister. Also, his mother’s sister is currently pregnant and staying with them. They have no land, and her coolie earnings is not enough to support everyone, so he works on weekends and school holidays in addition to anything he might be able to earn after school.

Their houses are made of mud and brick, with thatched roofs. Usually the “house” is just one room about 200-300 sq. feet. The roof apparently sometimes leaks in the rains and has to be patched. Some families rear cows and/or goats. The crop of the area is cotton. They also grow some ragi for home if they own land. Cotton grows from April to September – one yield per year. After that, they plant beans usually. Jan – Mar they have no work to do, and very little other coolie work, like cutting down trees. 1 acre of land grows enough cotton to net about 11K Rs. per year net profit in the best case. Bad rain seasons can be much worse.

The kids seemed to be eager to study science ie. B.Sc. They say they like science, and they also see that everyone else who did a B.A. is back farming in the village, so they don’t want to do that. They are interested in getting other higher paying jobs. No one in the village till date has done anything other than a B.A., if at all. They say everyone in the village discourages them, but they are adamant. These kids have been to Mysore just 2-3 times in their lives, and mostly to get application forms.

After we saw all 3 homes, and talked to the kids sufficiently, we headed to the next village. This was about 3-4 kms from the first one. Expected to meet Chandresh and Lingaraju there (80, 71%). We went by car but the road got progressively worse and worse, till we eventually had to park about 2-3 kms in and walk the rest of the way. This village has no government school, and the kids have to come to the school in the first village. We actually couldn’t meet either of them since they both had gone out to get application forms from Mysore (?), but the situation seems similar to the boys in the other village. We did talk to the neighbors of one kid and the sister of the other.

After that we got back to the car and drove back to H.D.Kote to the SVYM office, and dropped Somashekar and Shekar before heading off to BR Hills. 
