Sahanivasa, Chittoor, Andhra Pradesh - Site visit report to education centers

14 Oct 2008, Tuesday
Photos - http://picasaweb.google.com/chennai.asha/Sahanivasa_Education_Centers
Sahanivasa is a long-term Asha partner and its projects have been funded by US chapters over the past 7-8 years. They are based at Chittoor in Andhra Pradesh and have been working on organizing dalits, landless laborers and women on a variety of issues.
I arrived in Chittoor at about 12pm and was met at the office by Ms.Suria Rajini, the Executive Director of Sahanivasa, and her husband Mr.Chenniah. They gave me an introduction about the organization, how it has evolved over the years, the projects that they are involved in and the work done by Andhra Pradesh Vyavasaya Vruthidarula Union (APVVU). This conversation continued well into the night and the next day. 

After an hour of chat and lunch, Mrs.Suria and I set out to visit the schools. We picked up the project coordinator Mr.Manohar on the way and reached Nellepalli. My original plan was to observe the evening tuition classes in session as opposed to visiting the schools during working hours, but we found out when we arrived at 2pm that class X students in all schools were having exams and hence were working only half a day.
Nellepalli High School

The first school we visited was the Nellepalli H.S. This school is located just off of the Chittoor-Puttur main road and is one of the ten centers where all 10th std. students are given special coaching before and after regular school hours by Sahanivasa teachers. The school is on a large six-acre spread and has a couple of new buildings in addition to an older building. Three Sahanivasa teachers Messrs.Babu, Bujji Babu and Ramesh Babu were waiting for us when we got there. After getting introduced to them, Mrs.Suria and I went directly to the Headmaster’s office to meet the stand-in HM Mr.Raveendraiah and had a long and interesting chat with him. Here are a few notes:

· There are nine teachers including the HM for a total of 478 students between classes VI to X.
· Six more teachers have been sanctioned for the school but they are yet to be appointed. The HM feels that it might not happen this year because of the lack of teachers state-wide.
· The HM is very motivated and pro-active; puts in a lot of additional hours (works 7am-7pm) and effort to run the school. Government school HMs usually end up spending about 15-20% of their times in administrative duties, which is a shame because I feel such qualified & experienced teachers’ time would be best spent on imparting education.
· It is one of the best schools in the mandal measured by pass percentage and class X exam results.

· The HM has a good understanding of students’ backgrounds and realizes the importance of education after class X. He says that most of them do go on to study and the SC students tend to get scholarships allocated to them as well.

· He says the school has a lot of well-wishers including parents, alumni and local people. He requests people coming forward to donate to contribute in kind; infact, he pointed to the fans, tube-lights, bureau, etc. in his office room that were donated by well-wishers.
· Mid-day meal scheme was introduced just a day before I visited and so the school was making arrangements to implement it effectively. A women’s SHG group was responsible for cooking the food as mandated by the government. He said the students were excited about getting lunch at school. 
After getting some basic information about the school, I started asking about Sahanivasa and its impact. He said the school has a very good relationship with their teachers and that the additional coaching provided by them has certainly been useful. It is a plus that the students can spend an additional hour or so before and after school. He said, in his estimate, their coaching translates to about 5-10% improvement in class X exam results. I asked him what would be the impact if, say, Sahanivasa withdrew all teachers and he felt that would not be a problem at all and would manage well! This is not a reflection on Sahanivasa teachers but more on a motivated HM.
As an aside, he said that the school received about 500 books from OmPrakash Foundation and pointed me to the bureau where they were stored. I urged him not to keep them locked but to make sure the students do have easy access to the books without worrying too much if they get torn in the process.
We then headed to the computer center set up recently. It is the most impressive center I have seen in a government school because the government has addressed most issues, small and big, in order to run it effectively.  There are a few servers and about 15 thin-clients with backup power in a new, well-designed and furnished room. There are two instructors appointed specifically for the center. This academic year, the AP government has out-sourced the setup of computer centers and appointment of instructors in different schools to a company called Everon. This is a good idea because I have seen schools where the government has tried to do the same and the centers are in miserable condition. As it happens, the two girls who are instructors are alumni of the school.
After seeing the center, we were ready to meet the students waiting for us. There were about 70 students from class X seated on the floor in a rather spacious classroom. After getting introduced, I started interacting with the students (in English and broken Telugu). Some notes:

· A lot of them are first-generation learners and are daughters & sons of laborers. 
· Most of them are eager to do well in studies and ambitious to continue with their education. 
· When queried about what options they had in mind about higher studies, I received some standard replies – diploma, ITI, engineering and medicine. 
· I asked them the benefits they get from involvement of Sahanivasa and its teachers; in addition to acknowledging the extra help they get in terms of coaching, the answers mostly centered around how they are able to spend a couple of hours more on studies which they would otherwise not. 
· They are definitely happy about two new things in their school – mid-day meals and the computer center. 

I then decided to ask them a few questions in different topics namely angles, eclipses, generation of electricity, static electricity, etc. I got correct responses for a couple, and had to guide & prod them along for the others. When I made it a girls vs. boys competitive issue, the answers seemed to come at a rapid pace! Once we were done, I thanked them for the wait, wished them good luck and left. 
Mr.Raveendraiah then walked us around the school and pointed to the different classrooms. We thanked him for his time and he left to catch up on his work. At that point, I had a chat with the three Sahanivasa teachers who handle one subject each namely English, Maths and Science. All of them are degree-holders and hold full-time jobs elsewhere; two of them actually teach in a local college. I was curious to know what their level of interaction with the government school teachers is. They said they don’t interact on a regular basis but do approach them to have doubts cleared as necessary. In general, they said, the school staff is very co-operative. After thanking them for their work and time, we headed to the next school.
G.D.Nellore High School
Sahanivasa had appointed teachers for extra coaching in this school until a couple of years back but had stopped because they felt there wasn’t enough cooperation from the school among other reasons. But the class X exam results in the past two years was down and the school had requested for help from Sahanivasa teachers again. So, Sahanivasa is involved here again this academic year.

It had started raining as we entered the school at around 4:30pm. The students had an exam that day and were done by afternoon. The coaching class was completed after that and they were essentially waiting for us to arrive. The class X students are divided into two sections and I spent time interacting with both. In the first section, after probing them with a few questions in different subjects, I had a long discussion with the students about the importance of education in real-life. It had started raining heavily and that gave us a chance to discuss about hydroelectricity which led us into the importance of science & engineering, and career options associated with them. I didn’t want to hold them off for too long and so we moved on to the other section of students. I repeated some questions and then we had a discussion about occupations of parents of students in the class and how much each one knew about the actual work their parents and their friends’ parents do. We also talked about how it is natural for certain skills like carpentry, weaving, etc to be passed on over generations to children and the rise & decline of certain professions because of rapid changes in the society.
The HM and a couple of government teachers of the school had joined us in the classroom and they took us to the office room for a chat after our interaction with the kids. I told him that I saw an impressive computer center at Nellepalli and if they got the same setup too. He said that a few schools including G.D.Nellore were given computers under SSA (Sarva Sikshya Abhiyan) scheme last year and that it was pretty inefficient; neither computer staff nor supporting equipment was provided and so the computers have not been effectively used.
After a brief chat with the Sahanivasa teachers Ms.Rekha, Mr.Venkatesalu and Mr.Gopi, we headed out to the next school.

Vepanjeri High School

We reached this school in about ten minutes. This village has a temple that has gained in popularity recently attracting a lot of tourists. The school is situated right next to the temple. The campus is not very big and the total number of students is 222, which is lesser than the other two schools; there are six government teachers. Three Sahanivasa teachers Ms.Manjula, Mr.Kumar and Mr.Moorthy, and about 35 students were waiting for us.
I enquired about some basic things about the school, their backgrounds, and the distances they come from and so on. I then asked them a few questions and I got pretty good answers for most of them. They seemed like a bright bunch and the teachers seemed quite motivated as well. I sensed that the girls were anxious because it was getting late with possibility of more rain and so we let them all go. The teachers then showed us the new computer room and it was very similar to the one at Nellepalli. We thanked them, told them we had to rush to the next school and left.

Mr.Manohar, the coordinator, got off near the main road, and Mrs.Suria & I headed to the next school.

Ellapalli Primary School

After a 45-minute drive, we arrived at Ellapalli at about 6:30pm. The Sahanivasa teacher here is Ms.Karuna. The classes are held either at the school or at the teacher’s house right next to the school. We were received at the teacher’s house by her and decided to get the children and their parents to assemble in the verandah. Ellapalli is a small village and there are only 25 students studying in the school, so it was quick to have them over there.
A large crowd had gathered and I started chatting up with the kids, who incidentally were still dressed up in their uniforms for my visit! Chittoor district borders TamilNadu and so a lot of people in these parts do speak Tamil. Almost everyone was conversant in Tamil in this village, so I had no problem. The kids were just an electric bunch and they seemed pretty smart. I asked them some day-to-day Math questions and some puzzles, and they were able to work out solutions for all of them. They talked about their two teachers (ladies) at school and the kids seemed to adore them. It seems like the government teachers working in this school are doing a great job and I think a lot of it might have to do with such a small student-teacher ratio. I asked them to sing some rhymes for me and they simply wouldn’t stop for the next 25 minutes or so. They sang rhymes & songs in all three languages (English, Tamil & Telugu). After every song, I asked who taught them the song and it was always their school teacher. The parents were all teeth and seemed proud. I asked the kids if they had any questions for me and a girl right away asked me a riddle. I guessed a few wrong answers and was teased for it! And then the riddles kept coming because I guess they sensed blood!
Once things quieted down, I talked to the parents seated there. A lot of them are laborers, agricultural or otherwise. I asked them about the benefits of having this coaching after school and I got a similar response from many – it keeps the child occupied with studies for a longer time which in turn is less distractive for the parents. But what about the fact that kids should get time to run around and play after school? Well, they play during the school hours anyway, was the response.

I started the next discussion with this question – will they be happy or not if a child completes, say, Inter (equivalent of class XII in A.P) and then ends up doing the same job as his father? Some of them said they would definitely not be happy while others said they would be. This led us into an interesting discussion about the importance of education – the knowledge and awareness a child gains about different things around him/her, understanding the opportunities & choices available contrasted with the realities of supporting the family. An old man, grandfather of a child there probably, summed it up for all of us and urged all parents to consider a child’s education as important as providing food for the family, and not to sacrifice long-term plans for short-term gains.

After an interesting and entertaining hour, we thanked them all for their time and set on our way back to Chittoor.
Financials

I verified the following documents:
· Audited financial reports for Sahanivasa for the past two years 2006-07 and 2007-08

· Financial reports for Asha-funded projects for the past two years

· Vouchers and bills/receipts for some of the budget heads funded by Asha
· List of teachers who attended some of the monthly meetings

Sahanivasa is a front for a lot of APVVU’s agricultural labour union related activites, which hence draws a lot of scrutiny from the government and Income Tax department. So, Mr.Chennaiah, a lawyer by profession, is very particular about having all documents and financials in order.
Also, one of their major funding comes from DanChurchAid (DCA) which supports a lot of their livelihood activities including agriculture in five districts of Andhra Pradesh.
http://www.danchurchaid.org/sider_paa_hjemmesiden/where_we_work/asia/india/read_more/giving_goats_in_india  

Summary
General

· Sahanivasa has strong roots and reach in Chittoor district, so project execution seems smooth.

· The NGO has a lot of experience in organizing and working with local communities in rural areas which are always very critical for any such project.
· There is a clear demarcation between education-related activities and Union activities. For instance, Mr.Chennaiah is not involved the education project at the ground level because people in villages/schools associate him with the Union which he feels might be detrimental to the project.
· Their documentation and accounting processes are pretty clean.
High School education centers
· I could not do two things I wanted – observe coaching in session and interact a bit with Sahanivasa teachers.
· All high school teachers have at least an under-graduate degree, with some of them having post-graduate degrees or B.Ed. Many have been employed by Sahanivasa in this project for a long time, which is a good thing.

· Most of the teachers seem motivated in helping the class X students.

· Just comparing Nellepalli and G.D.Nellore, it seems like the government school teachers are involved and motivated to varying degrees in working with the teachers from Sahanivasa.
Primary school education centers

· I visited just Ellapalli and it was a good experience. Otherwise, I don’t have much to summarize though there are a few suggestions I have noted below.

Suggestions

· Extra coaching vs regular coaching – Let’s take what Mr.Raveendraiah said as a good measure; that Sahanivasa’s impact (in terms of academic performance, not education) is about 5-10%. Is that good enough? Maybe but how about try something to measure it more directly. Have a couple of well-qualified and more experienced Sahanivasa teachers teach full-time in the school to supplement the government school teachers. They could teach subjects for which there are inadequate teachers in that particular school, in which case the class X board exam results will be a direct indicator of our efforts. REWARD Trust supported by Asha-SV is an example of such an intervention.
· Impact measurement – This is always a tough thing, especially for a project that is a supplement to regular education and works with older students in multiple schools. I don’t believe in assessing the impact of such a project in a short site visit. Instead, we have to come up with a very systematic way of doing so. At the minimum, we need to come up with ways to separate out (as much as possible) the impact of extra academic coaching provided.
· Would Sahanivasa be willing to use a rights-based approach in schools to, say, get government teachers that have been sanctioned to be posted as soon as possible? To demand infrastructure and amenities that a school is entitled to? To make sure that schools receive all supplies under mid-day meal scheme in correct measure? The relationship between the schools, government education officials and Sahanivasa might be affected in the process, and hence might not be worth the risk; still a question that Sahanivasa can answer.
· Given the heavy focus on academics in this project, Sahanivasa could tie up with some experts in the area to provide inputs and also career counseling to students.

· Primary schools intervention – I don’t believe extra coaching for primary school students is necessary. Asha Chennai works with quite a few government primary schools and we have found that the most impact is created when the teacher-student ratio is increased. That is, the focus has to be inside the school as opposed to outside. The way I see it, this part of the project certainly provides Sahanivasa a foot-hold into the communities/villages which can eventually help them mobilize the people and organize other activities but we would need more clarity on the impact created in terms of education.
· From what I have seen in TamilNadu, dropout rates of children at primary level is very low and is an issue only in some specific cases - remote areas, large ST population and migrant laborers. It might be worth finding out about dropout rates at primary level in Andhra Pradesh and specifically the target areas, because one of the stated objectives of this project is enrollment of children.
-  Bhaskar Venkateswaran (bhasve AT gmail DOT com)
   Asha Chennai

