Lodhar Updates 2009-2010

Note: Madhav Ranganathan (former Asha US volunteer, now professor at IIT-Kanpur) provided these updates via email from July 2009 to October 2010.

Update #1 (October 20, 2010)

At the end of last year (around May) we had a long school meeting and discussions with each of the teachers. We announced the new salaries for the teachers for the following year. In most cases, we gave a small raise. There were some teachers who were found to be poor in performance, so we gave them warnings. 

In addition, we hired two new teachers - one for primary classes and one for mathematics. Recently, our computer teacher has left to do further studies, so we need to hire a new computer teacher. 

The new year in July started with a huge number of requests for admissions. The current strength of the school is about 298 students, which is about the same as last year.

We had a couple of meetings this year. One was for a program around August 15, and another was held to inaugurate the new computer laboratory in the school. Right now, there are about 5 laptops in the school and there is also provision for internet access. There is a UPS with battery backup so these can even run when there is no power. As you may be aware, the power situation here is really bad. Some weeks the village has power at night and on other weeks, the village has power during the day. It makes it quite difficult to hold things like computer classes, but we are trying to find solutions. There has been a good response from students at IIT Kanpur, so we have a few volunteers who give their time for this. 

In the meantime, the reputation of the school seems to be growing in the region. The children regularly win prizes in local competitions; sometimes involving all of Kanpur city. This is truly quite remarkable since Kanpur is a HUGE city, with over 2 million people and many schools. Most people are surprised that this school from a small village wins so many competitions. In my opinion, the philosophy of the school where children are encouraged to partake in activities is the cause of this. Last year, there was a "Mathematics Day (Ganit Divas)" event conducted at IIT Kanpur involving a large number of local schools. The event was conducted by Prof HC Verma, who has been active in local schools for many years. Even at this competition, some of the Lodhar children won events. I am attaching some notes from a recent program in the Kanpur Zoo in which the children won quite a few prizes again. 

One other effect of these prizes is that the teachers from Lodhar school are now coveted by other schools and often they are given good packages. So far, most of them have stayed on, but this might be difficult as time goes on. 

The other big development in the past 6 months is with respect to the Right to Education amendments. The school has been operating as an independent school and students have been taking the Open School exam. However, there was a letter received in March this year, that along the lines of the RTE bill, Open school system was to be abolished and that the school would have to get affiliated to one of the boards. This move was strongly opposed by diverse groups in India, and finally this was postponed to 3 years. That meant that we had to look into affiliations. We would like CBSE affiliation but the requirements on school area and salaries seem too stringent. We are paying the teachers about Rs. 5000, but CBSE salaries are close to Rs.20,000 per month. Also, the area of the school is much less than CBSE norms. The path for us in this regard is not clear. There are many discussions in this regard amongst the education community. 

I will be going to the school next week for interviews for a new computer teacher. I can get more updates at that time. 

Finally, regarding funds for the school. We are now out of funds and we need to raise for this year. I will soon send the project proposal for 2010-11. Let me know what else you need. 

Best,
Madhav.

Update #2 (March 1, 2010)
I have some updates from the school. I was out of town in December and since I returned at the end of December, I have been quite busy. I have visited the school 3 times in the last 2 months. The first time was to see the School day function. This is the annual function held on the birthday of Swami Vivekanand, January 12, every year. The school function was inaugurated by the owner of a well-known bookstore in Kanpur. The function had various songs, dances and a skit. The skit was especially impressive and talked about the need for education. 

Last week, a friend and I went to the school to look at the teaching methods. We are planning to take a few lessons for Std. 6  in Mathematics since many teachers felt that this is where the students are really weak. We sat in a class in which they were doing algebraic equations. Though many of the students seemed good, there were a few who seemed a little lost. Out of about 30 students, there were 5 absentees. Some of the students did not have books and I am not sure what the reason was. They said that they could not get the books; but I have a feeling it might just be lack of money. Overall, we thought the class went off well. We want to get in with some problem solving sessions. 

Afterwards I was talking to the school principal and she mentioned some change in regulations that was going to affect the school. So far, the school was going along the Open School curriculum. Since the school runs only up to Std. 8, they were taking the open school exam after Std. 8. However, the government passed a new regulation that only children above age 14 years can apply for the Open school certificate exam. Now, that means that the children cannot get any certificate exam. So, after some discussions, we decided that we would apply for CBSE certification this year. 

There was one change in staff. The new computer teacher had to be let go since he did not meet the expectations of the staff. In particular people were worried that he was a little short-tempered and used to speak in foul language with the children. In any case, it was felt that since he was very young (only 19 years), it will be good for him to teach after he matures a little. Right now, some of the other teachers have been doubling as computer teachers so the students are still getting their computer education; but we need to hire a new teacher soon. 

There have been a few more donations coming through. There was a group in Singapore which gave Rs. 80,000; followed by Rs. 25000. Then the big chunk of money from Asha Seattle came through for Rs. 8 lakhs. And finally, Asha DCs second set of funds. All in all, things have worked well for this year as far as funding is concerned but we want to plan for next year so we are not in the red for half the year. Bash from Asha Seattle has indicated that he will be able to raise about 7-8 lakhs around November each year. Ideally we would like to use these funds for the subsequent year.  

Best,

Madhav.

Update #3 (November 15, 2009)

We have received the first check for USD 4000 from Asha DC. I will check with our office and we will shortly mail the receipt of the funds received.

On Saturday, there was a science mela at the school to coincide with the Children's day. I have attached some photos of our trip. The weather right now is quite nice. It is cool, it rained a little and as you can see from the photos, some of the sights looked particularly beautiful. 

For the school science mela this year, the chief guest was the owner of a very well known and old bookstore in Kanpur, Mr. Khaitan. The person who started the school, Prof Mahendra Verma was also present with his parents. Along with me was another professor from IIT, Anurag Gupta. There were other people from Jagriti who were also at the school. There was one of the coordinators of the Apna Schools (for migrant labourers children) and Mrs. Vijaya Ramachandran (the person who started the schools for children of brick-kiln labourers), and other people from Jagriti. 

The program started with lighting of the lamp and some songs by children. The chief guest spoke a few words and then we went to see the student models. There were many types of models. Some of them were simply pieces of paper and styrofoam stuck together to give a picture of some issues - like pollution, energy efficiency, progress of mankind, etc. There were also simple designs showing different parts of factories. Then there were the more solid structures that were built with mud. These were simple structures that were miniatures of the actual structures. There was a model of the house, the school etc. Making such models gives the children expertise in structural engineering and stability. The red mud house and the model of the school stood out as strong and solid structures of this type. Then there were the actual working scientific models which showed various concepts. There was a working model of a microphone, batteries, generators, pulleys, etc. There was a microscope where the students showed various objects like onion peels, bacteria etc. There was one exciting experiment where the students showed the life cycle of a worm from the eggs, larvae to the butterfly. 

In addition to the scientific models, the students also showcased some of their craft work. The migrant laborers children had some hand made jewellery and some other student had some painted tiles. 

This mela attracted a lot of people from the village and neighboring villages. The participation of the teachers and their families was also impressive. I am planning to explore some other things with science in the school. One idea that I have is to teach them the process of scientific investigation as is done in the US - hypothesis, experiment, observations, conclusions, analysis. 

I will send updates on that in the upcoming days.

Best,

Madhav.
Update #4 (October 11, 2009)

I went to the school today with Prof Mahendra Verma to conduct interviews for two new teachers; one for English and one for Computer science. We have tentatively shortlisted two applicants and we are waiting for some character reports. The candidates are all from the villages around IIT Kanpur. Many of them are fairly well qualified and some of them had heard that this was a very good school with good teaching methods. Anyways we will wait for a few days before we finalize the new teachers. One thing that really hits us hard is how much the education system has been degraded in these parts. I feel that a large part of education has become a degree giving business, and education is solely related to monetary benefits. We had applicants who are MA in English Literature who had not read a SINGLE English book and could not even recite a single poem of their favourite author. This leads to a vicious cycle. If untrained teachers teach students, the students become untrained and the cycle continues. Somehow in this society, we have people like the teachers in the school (and many others) who are extremely committed and actually help break this cycle.

The school principal showed off all the trophies won by their students in the past few weeks. It is quite impressive. 

The school had organized a picnic for all the students to Bithoor, a nearby historic town on the banks of the Ganga yesterday. 

We also discussed the candidates for scholarships. These are students from 9-12 std who have graduated from Lodhar school but are extremely poor and need money to complete their education. We will try to finalize the list of about 10 names by the end of this week.

On the way back we were discussing about the plans for the school. Our goal is first to improve the quality of education by getting better teachers and better facilities. After that we may think of getting some financial independence. This is something that we need to discuss. Right now the school fees (from boys) is Rs.30 for the lower classes and Rs. 40 for the higher classes. We have collections of about Rs.5000 per month from the 150 boys in the school. This money is just about enough for one teachers salary at the school. Mahendra feels that increasing fees too much is not really an option, so we need to find ways to keep this going. We will be discussing this over the next few days. 

Do let me know on the progress of funds. The weather here has improved a lot and vegetable prices have come down, though the prices of foodgrains is still very high.

Best,

Madhav.

Update #5 (October 1-5,2009)

I wanted to send you some information about how the school is doing and what are the activities for the next few months. 

As I had mentioned this year, the school has been doing really well. The request for admissions has grown a lot and many parents want their children to be enrolled. So, the school strength went from 240 to 300 this year. The school has had to turn away a large number of people. They feel that there has been a change in the outlook of the villagers towards education. The first few weeks since school started I observed the teachers preparing their time-tables and curriculum. There is a real excitement amongst them. 

The food prices have gone very high this year. Things like daal cost 4 times as much as they used to. This is really putting a strain on many of the people in the area. The school has had to make their mid-day meal something that happens every other day. 

On the teachers front, two of the teachers were found to be inadequate and were asked to leave. We will carry out interviews for their posts this week. I am also looking at studying the teaching methods in the schools to see if there is something we can do. Our Asha Fellow Mahesh felt that the teachers needed to enhance their own knowledge a bit so I wanted to see if there is some way I could contribute to this. 

The weather this summer has been terrible. It was very hot for a long time. The rains did not come until August 15 and it rained heavily until September 15. Since then is has gotten hot again and this week has been really hot. Hopefully the cool season will start in a few days. But the strange weather has affected crops all over India and many districts of UP had severe water shortage. 

There have been some updates in the parent group, Jagriti Bal Vikas Samiti also. We have a new treasurer, president and an executive board. The term of the executive committee is 2 years. The new team wants to make the running of the parent organization smooth and hopefully the new ideas they bring will help bring about this change. We had a Jagriti GBM last week and a Jagriti Exec Comm meeting yesterday. All this points to more stability in the organization and I think we are in for some good times.

The school principal and other teachers make a report of the school every month. It is in Hindi. I can send that over to you if you want. If there is some specific report format that you want, let me know and I will be happy to send it to you.

Best,

Madhav.

Oct 4:

Today, I got a call from the principal Annapoorna Dixit. There was a competition held amongst school children from all parts of Kanpur. The competition was held in the Kanpur Zoo, and a boy, Pradeep, from 8th standard in Lodhar School, came first. This is  a fairly big competition and the students who stand first in their school competitions were invited. The awards will be given on October 7th. This is a remarkable achievement because the children are competing against students from the elite schools including DPS, Jain International, etc. 


The competition was organized by the Kanpur zoo director and it was an inter-school essay competition. The topic was the "Importance of zoos". There were about 10 students, each from a different school in Kanpur who participated. 5 of them were English speaking and 5 were Hindi speaking. Pradeep spoke in Hindi and was awarded the first prize. Pradeep also took part in an essay competition on Sunday and the results are awaited tomorrow. In addition tomorrow, 8 girls from the school are going to Rangoli, Mehendi and Drawing competitions.


This achievement comes after two other children had placed very highly at the local drawing and GK competitions during August 15th. 

These achievements indicate the high quality of education in the school; but are also raises the concern that the students might not be able to go much further if we do not add a ninth and a tenth standard in the school itself. 
Best,
Madhav

Update #6 (August 29, 2009)
I went to the school today with Mahendra Verma, another colleague Pankaj Wahi, two visiting scientists from Germany and UK and the wife of one of the scientists. I sent some pictures and you can upload them on the webpage. 


There is some good news in the school. There was a local competition amongst school children of the nearby areas for Independence Day. One of the school children stood first in the General Knowledge competition and another won the painting competition.  

Also, now the school number of children is 330. It is particularly satisfying that they are all paying fees. 

The students in eight standard take the National Open school certificate exam. This can give them a certificate for further studies. Since the school only runs until 8th standard, the students need something. Going forward, we are planning on moving to the CBSE curriculum, but accreditation is difficult in this case. There is a school for children of servant quarters at IIT Kanpur whose children want to take this exam with the opportunity school students. So, we have to finalize the format and other modalities regarding this exam. 

Today being Saturday, the children had school until1030 am after which the smaller children have something called a Bala Sabha, where they sing songs, discuss various issues of the week etc. It was quite fun sitting in one of them. The children asked me to sing and started laughing at my effort. Then we did a few other things and they also interacted with our German and English friends. 

Things are going quite well in the school and the teachers are extremely committed. The principal had come to my house the other day and discussed a few things. She feels a lot of pride when the children in the school do well. 

I plan to send a request for funds. This will make it easy for us to track the donations. I want to also keep a track of the online donations, but for that we have to follow up with Vidyut and the Asha wide treasurer. 

Best,
Madhav.

Update #7 (July 15, 2009)

I went to the Lodhar school yesterday and got a lot of information about the past proposals, funding, etc. I will write a detailed site visit report soon but I wanted to mention a few things. This year, the school has over 300 students. There has been a huge request for admissions. The nearby Govt school, though looks good from outside, is really terrible. They show large enrolment, but the real attendance is only about 10-20 in the entire school. And the principal makes about Rs. 22000 a month there !!!

The school is running well right now. The electricity situation in the village is quite bad.  Right now, they have alternate weeks of power in the day time and night time. This week, their power is at the night time. Personally, I am convinced that power is a huge problem in our society and unless we make serious investments in solar power, we are going to suffer.

The 12 students from Apna Ghar (Mahesh's hostel) have all left the Lodhar school and enrolled in RK mission school since it goes until 12th standard. 

There is an urgent need to start a savings scheme for the teachers in the school. If Asha can support such a scheme, it will be very useful to retain the teachers from other attractive offers. Clearly, their commitment and enthusiasm is very high, but when other pressures (like family pressures) are thrust on them, they might look for other options. I need some help from you on how to go about this scheme. One idea is that teachers put some amount of their monthly earnings, and that is matched by the organization and we can set it up so that they are able to get significant returns. There are all kinds of issues in doing this; technical and legal. But the teachers are enthusiastic and have been collecting funds with the hope that such a scheme will be in place soon. Let me know your ideas; I will send a site visit report soon.

Best,
Madhav.
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