February 15,2004. Chennai.
Meeting with Shiamala (FORWORD) in Adyar. 

Madhav Ranganathan – Asha DC 

Shiamala was busy most of the day with some doordarshan programmes. In the moring she was on a group discussion on the issue of growing divorces in India, in the afternoon she and many of her children from the tiny tots program were recorded. She mentioned that she has had good contacts with doordarshan over the years. 

In 3 tsunami hit villages, FORWORD wants to start evening centers. They have identified the teachers in these communities. Use this as an entry point into community and try to do some community counseling. Saw some very clever children in these communities who did not have a chance to express their creativity. 

Shiamala kept mentioning that of all the projects that FORWORD undertakes, the Quality education program is the most satisfying, because she is able to see the happiness in the faces of the children. 

Question about what happens to the children after they graduate from FORWORD. 

The case in Thirumudivakkam, girl’s parents do not want to send girls to college. Mentioned the case of a really bright girl whose father does not want to send her to college but she really wants to study. FORWORD is trying to counsel the parents.
Traditionally girls were stopped from studying past Std.8, so it is an achievement to see them go up to Std 12, but a lot more needs to be done. 

Question about the other work that the teachers do ?

In Madampakkam, the teacher works in the Panchayat. In Pulikkoradu the teachers are exclusive. It should be noted that it is very hard to find a teacher in the Dalit community. In another place the teacher teaches in a preschool during the morning and works with FORWORD in the evening. The teachers have become very well known in the communities and are looked up to as community leaders. Every one in the village refers to them as “Teacher”, and always see them as natural leaders. 

Question about proposed evaluations:

Since the goals of the program are more then merely academic, FORWORD would like to see the impact monitoring at 3 levels: academic, individual and community. 

At the academic level, Shiamala sees the following ways of improvement. 

1. Reduction in drop out level.

2. Reenrolment of dropped out students.

3. Girl children: How many girls have attained Std. 12; most girls stop at Std. 8.

4. Promoting the children who fail to persevere. Usually parents are very oppressive)

5. Grades before and after

6. Extracurricular activities: Many of the Dalit children are denied access to creative outlets like arts, crafts, etc. Getting them to draw for the first time was a milestone. 

At the Community level: How does the growth of the child impact the family. Children inspire the parents to improve behavior. There is one case of a girl who mentioned that her father used to drink and beat her mother, and over time, these beatings have reduced and the family is a lot happier. 

FORWORD also conducts English classes in which they emphasize grammar. They have good expertise in Mathematics and English. 

The attitude of women towards their girls has also changed. Before the girl would be at the house cooking and the boys would be studying. Now that is changing. The women in Sanghams are usually very sensitive to these issues. Sangham’s duty is to monitor the children and the running of the centres. These Sanghams are formed with a core value of empowerment. So, there is no money laundering unlike some Sanghams for which money is the main goal. FORWORD Sanghams are very well known and Shiamala has been called to help form Sanghams in many other places. Shiamala will send me a summary of the Sangham activities. 

Question about short term and long term goals of FORWORD. 

Long term is goal is social transformation. 

Short term goal is the welfare of the girl child (especially after marriage). 

· To help underprivileged know their human rights and not succumb to the stresses of life, .

· To help Dalit children to come on par with the other children. 

· Good life with earnings, more importantly governance on earnings.

Q. Can scholarships be useful ? 

Scholarships can be of real use, since the govt schools are very bad. We have some cases of really good students whom we would like to give scholarships to go to good schools. About students higher than Std. 12, if finance is the reason why they do not study, then FORWORD tries to step in. 

Visions:

Education is currently based on competition and money. This needs to be changed to a value based education. 

At some point, Shiamala would like to have 1-2 centers which impart value based education up to Std. 5.  
Q, About improving evening centers by adding a health component? 

Yes, health and nutrition are two things they would like to add. Maybe give fruits or vitamin tablets once a week to the children. 

Additions to new proposal:  Health component, 3 new centers in Tsunami affected areas and scholarships for some extremely talented children. 
