
Sahanivasa site visit Report
 
My trip to Sahanivasa started on the 22nd of August 2011 from Tirupathi. Mr. Chennaiah had 
graciously offered to drive from Chittoor to Tirupathi and pick me up. It was about a couple of 
hours drive back to Chittoor. During the drive back we had a good discussion about the status of 
various initiatives that Asha and APVVU were partnering in and also charted out the schedule of 
school visits the next day.
 
My visit to schools started on 23rd morning at around 8:45 AM from Chittoor accompanied by 
Mrs. Suria Rajani. Our first stop was at the Kalepalli govt high school. Incidentally the day of 
the trip happened to be Krishna ashtami (also called Janmasthami - a festival day). The govt 
school had a holiday for the festival but the Sahanivasa coaching centers (which run in the govt 
schools) for the higher classes (specifically 9th and 10th standards) usually run either in the 
morning or the evening even on holidays. All the lower class students (primary) were given a 
holiday though.
 
The teachers and the students had to be informed about my trip and arrival so that the tution 
timings and the timing of my visit could be coordinated. We first went to the 10th standard 
in the Kalepalli school. There must have been 50 to 60 students in the class. I didn’t get the 
exact count, but the girls seem to be higher in number than boys in the class room. Mrs.Suria 
introduced me to the students and I started speaking to them with a few warm up questions 
like why they weren’t home celebrating the festival and watching cricket (it was the IPL season) 
and they responded that they had tuition to attend. Their tone suggested that they didn’t mind 
coming to the school during a holiday.
 
I asked them how many teachers they had in their govt school roster and if they come to the 
school regularly and teach properly. They said that there were a total of 14 govt teachers. All 
the teachers come to the school regularly and teach well was their answer. So I asked them 
why they needed Sahanivasa teachers when the school teachers taught them well. There were 
a lot of answers and most of them seemed to suggest that they could approach Sahanivasa 
teachers for help with clarifications and questions they have in their regular academics and 
that was something they couldn’t do with regular govt school teachers. Upon asking a few 
more questions as to why they couldn’t get the clarifications from the govt school teachers, 
there were really no answers. It seemed to me that the Sahanivasa teachers allowed more 
interaction in their classes which lets the students to freely ask for any clarifications they 
needed. The students seemed hesitant to do that with the govt school teachers. I tried to quote 
some humorous examples of why they shouldn’t hesitate to ask questions when they have any, 
irrespective of whether its the Sahanivasa teacher or the govt school teacher that is teaching. 
We all had a good laugh and they seemed to generally concur. 
 
Our conversation then gradually turned to what they see themselves becoming in the future. 
I saw that there were a high proportion of students (especially girls) who wanted to become 
doctors. There was a sprinkling of wannabe engineers and police officers and one boy who 
wanted to become an army officer. I then threw a few slightly offbeat ideas at them and asked 
them if anyone wanted to become a politician or a scientist or a farmer. All the students 
remained silent, although I could sense some of them having an “Aha!!” moment. 



 
We had a general conversation for a few more minutes on what their parents do etc. Almost 
all of them are from Dalit and Backward cast families and their parents are daily wage rural 
workers. After speaking to them for almost 30 minutes we then wished them good luck for their 
exams and moved on to meet the students in the 9th class. The students here had their math 
class going on when we went there. After introductions our topic again turned towards what 
the students wanted to become in the future. The answers seemed to be somewhat in line with 
what I heard from the 10th class students. We had a conversation about a few other topics like 
what they do during their free time and if they were watching the cricket matches etc. There 
was a pretty active participation from the students in the discussions and they didn’t seem to be 
hesitant to speaking out their minds in the class. We again wished the students good luck for 
their exams and took leave.
 
Our next stop was the AD Kandiga govt high school. In general the school seemed to have 
fewer students than the Kalepalli school. Upon inquiring I was told that the 10th standard had 
18 students and 9th had 21. The total number of students from 6th to 10th was about 80. The 
low enrollment was due to the fact that there are a few private schools with in 5KM of this school 
and most of the village kids (who can afford to pay a fee) go to those schools. Apparently the 
govt was talking about discontinuing the funding for the high school in this village. Sahanivasa 
along with the school staff were petitioning to the govt not to stop funding the school as the kids 
in the village who cannot afford to attend the private schools (usually the kids from dalit and BC 
families) will end up with no option but to drop out of the school.
 
We first visited the 10th class students after initial greetings and introductions, I asked them 
if they had everything they need in the school or if there was anything more they wish they 
had. There was some initial hesitation to speak up, but after some encouraging words from 
Mrs. Suria and myself they came out and asked for a computer. I told them that I will speak 
with Suria madam and the school teachers to see if a computer can be arranged. But in the 
meanwhile, I asked them to think for a moment about what was the most powerful computer 
in the world. When it looked like they didn’t know what I was referring to, I told them that each 
and every one of us was bestowed with the most power computer in the world called the “brain” 
and it was much more powerful than we can ever imagine. I suggested to them that one can 
utilize its full capability by exploring and experimenting with the nature around them and to 
always question why things are the way they are. I asked them if they ever questioned why 
they are studying the subjects that they are studying in school and if they found any use out 
of studying a subject like history in school. We shared a few jokes on how boring some of the 
subjects in the school are and had a good laugh. But on a serious note I suggested to them 
how each subject that we study in school has an important role in helping us understand the 
nature and the society around us and more specifically how history helps us understand the 
mistakes we as a society made in the past so that we don’t err in the future. The students were 
very keen in listening although they seemed a little hesitant in answering the questions. It was 
understandable though, since I was asking them to think about off-beat questions like if they 
found any use out of their school subjects.
 
After wishing the class good luck, we then moved on to meet the 9th class students. I asked 
this class too about if they had anything they wish they had in the school. The students though 
about it for a few minutes and asked for English dictionaries and grammar books. Like before, 
I told them that I will discuss it with Suria madam to have them provided to the class. I spoke 



to the students about a few other topics like if they knew of any other kids in their village who 
were not in school and what they do after they go back home etc. Most of the girls in the class 
answered that they would help out their mothers in house hold work while the boys seemed to 
suggest that they usually spend time playing with friends. Mrs Suria Rajani took the opportunity 
to tell the students that boys and girls were equal and boys should not discriminate against 
their girl siblings in the household. She also gave a few examples to the girls about how it was 
important for them to ask their parents to not to discriminate against them and provide them 
with the same opportunities as their brothers. Through out the discussion the students seem 
to be very proactive in their responses. Our discussion gradually turned to what the students 
see becoming in the future and there were a few unique and imaginative answers. One student 
admitted that he never thought about the question before. A couple of girls said they wanted 
to become teachers in their villages and one girl answered that she wanted to become the 
district collector. Also there were a few students who wanted to become doctors and there was 
one who wanted to become a cricketer. It was quite interesting to see kids in the 9th standard 
wanting to become teachers in their own villages or wanting to get into the Indian administrative 
service.
 
I brought up the topic of how I felt that the answers were imaginative, during my discussion with 
Mrs. Suria after we left the school. She pointed out the fact that the Sahanivasa science teacher 
in the school was very good. Apparently, the govt school headmaster (principal) mentioned 
to Mrs. Suria about the great work she is doing with the kids in science and requested not 
to change her to a new school. This perhaps is a good example of how good teachers and 
effective teaching influences kids in their imagination and what they wanted to become in the 
future.
 
We took leave from the school after wishing them well for their exams and we then broke for 
lunch. During the afternoon session, we had plans to visit a few villages where there was some 
NREGA work going on, but we had to abandon our plans due to my upset stomach. I guess all 
the travelling that I had been doing for about a week since must have had its effect.
 
The next morning, we had a meeting with all the sahanivasa teachers. This was something that 
I specifically requested for before I went for my site visit. Since all the usual communications 
with the project goes through the project coordinator, I wanted to take my site visit as an 
opportunity to have a direct interaction with teachers. This would give everyone involved in the 
project a chance to interact with some one from Asha and vice versa. 
 
 
Our meeting started with Mrs Suria Rajani introducing me to all the teachers. There were some 
familiar faces (from my visit to the organization back in 2006) but most of them seemed to be 
the recruits into Sahanivasa after 2006. During my conversation I asked the teachers if they had 
any feedback they would like to provide to Asha for Education or if they think there was anything 
they wish they had while taking the tutoring sessions. Although I did not receive anything 
particular in the way of feedback to Asha, I did have a lot of teachers asking for experimental 
kits for subjects like science. I told them that I will take up this topic with the chapter and see 
how the issue can be addressed. I also encouraged them to look into alternate ways of doing in-
class science experiments using day to day household materials. 



 
I also had some interesting discussions with the teachers on some of the topics in education 
that the “Quality in Education” focus group in Asha had been discussing for about a couple of 
years now. I threw some fundamental questions to the teachers like What they think education 
really means, do they think that the education the Sahanivasa students are receiving fulfills the 
true purpose of educating a child, how do they define the term quality in education etc. The 
discussion went on for a good two and a half hours with interesting responses and ideas being 
shared in the conversation. My intent in trying to bring up such questions during the discussion 
was to provide an opportunity to the teache to take a step back from their day-to-day frenzy 
of keep in track with the academic schedules and think about high level philosophical issues 
in education that will in turn have far reaching impact on how they teach and what they teach. 
Although its hard to give a detailed account of the discussion in a site visit report, I could say 
that the discussion served its purpose of letting the teachers think about the issues in education 
that we quite often overlooked. I also provided the teachers with about half a dozen copies of 
the Telugu version of the famous book “Toto-Chan” and also a few other books that provide 
ideas on how to utilize the day-to-day household stuff to explain the concepts in science and 
math in the class. 
 
After all the stimulating discussions with the students, teachers and coordinators of Sahanivasa 
for two days, I thanked them for all their time and hospitality and took leave.
 
 

- Rajeev Annaluru
Asha MIT/Boston


