Sowbhagya Higher Ed Site Visit Report – by Shobana Narasimhan
 
  
My site visit to Sowbhagya took place on April 8, 2006. This was my second visit to Sowbhagya, made along with my husband Girish.  The site visit report from the first visit is at:
 
http://www.ashanet.org/projects/document-view.php?id=1937
 
My impressions are generally similar in this visit; this time I also got a chance to visit the after-school tuition centers, which I couldn’t do last time. The centers are conducted mostly at the houses of the teachers, and are generally well-attended by the students. 
 
This report is going to focus on the Higher Ed program. In terms of the project as a whole, they are still doing an excellent job selecting students and mentoring them through the school years. There are generally 1-2 dropouts a year for reasons – family problems, health issues, and in some cases, lack of motivation to finish schooling. The most that the trust can do is to counsel them to the best of their ability, and I am comfortable that this is being done. 
 
While there is a large body of experience around primary schooling, the Higher Ed program is new for both Asha and Sowbhagya, and we need to closely monitor this program and learn from our experiences. The average cost per student this year was around $665/year, with the highest cost being for engineering degrees (around $1000/year).  The program has been funded by SAC for 3 years, and the first crop of graduates are now entering the workforce. This is a good time to step back and look at what we’ve learnt, and make some changes to optimize the program.
 
 
 
1. Background
 
Asha-SV SAC started funding the program in 2003. Initially there were 4 students going to college. The current situation is as follows:
 
· 8 students have graduated college 
· 11 students are currently in college, in diverse fields such as IT, nursing and automobile engineering (diploma program) 
· 4 students are entering college this year. 
 
 
This is still a SAC initiative. This means that the onus is on the SAC team to raise the funds required (to the tune of $12000 for 2006). The chapter does not guarantee funds in the event that the SAC team cannot raise the funds.  Since this now an established program, SAC will be requesting that the chapter guarantee funding for this project in an upcoming presentation.
 
Funds are currently raised primarily through 2 means : general donations to the SAC program, and multiple sponsors for students whose fees exceed the $180 sponsorship amount
 
 
2. My impressions
 
During the site visit, we got to speak with several students and their parents, as well as Mrs. Rajagopal, Mr. Rajagopal and several of the Trustees. My main impressions were as follows:
 
1.  The pride and excitement amongst the students and their parents is palpable. I can understand this – many of the kids are first generation students, and to go to college and complete a degree is a tremendous accomplishment at all levels.  
 
From a practical standpoint, higher education represents a true chance at a steady, sustained income and long-term financial security for the student. In that sense, we are having a truly fundamental and meaurable impact on the lives of the students that we are supporting.
So far 3 of this years graduates have gotten jobs (as a systems administrator, admin assistant and intern at an automobile company); others are in the job search process.
 
2. The students in general are doing creditably well. Some highlights are:
 
·         R. Vijay has graduated with a 73.87% overall in B.Tech in Information Technology.
·         M. Anitha Mary got 78% in the first semester and T. Michael Rani got 71%. They are among the top rankers in their Engineering class. 
·         D. Naveena obtained 74% in the 3rd semester of Engineering. 
 
 
   The complete marks are available at:
 
   http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=502
 
 
However, there are struggles and roadbumps along the way:
 
·         The students we spoke to uniformly said that their lack of English skills was a handicap. Especially during the first year, the students have a very difficult time, and end up doing arrears. They all said that difficulty of the subject matter wasn’t really a problem. The lack of English skills will also likely be a hindrance during the interview process – especially these days when so much stress is placed on communication skills.
 
·         Right now, the students choose courses of their choice with some steering from Sowbhagya, and SAC will fund them.  In the case of at least one engineering student, the student would have been better off with a less challenging degree. 
 
         We need a more structured process for:
·        Guiding the students towards an appropriate program and through the admissions process
·        Monitoring them during college and helping them enroll in coaching classes outside college (for instance, the girl I sponsor is taking a coaching class in Economics).
·        Getting them in touch with the right contacts during the job search process – for instance, our first graduate Anbumani got a job with the help of Rajaram from Asha Chennai. 
 
Right now, this is being taken care of in some form by Mrs. Rajagopal and other trustees, but they already have a full plate with the primary program; and since Higher Ed is a new ball game, some sustained/dedicated coordination would be a good thing.
 
  
3.          Recommendations
 
My basic recommendations (discussed with Sowbhagya) is as follows:
 
1.          We should be discriminate about which students we sponsor for engineering – both the most expensive and the most challenging course. Only the best students should be funded for this.
2.          We should look into hiring a dedicated Higher Ed coordinator
3.          We should look at funding English medium school for the kids going to primary school. Since most of the students end up completing their primary education and going to college, it makes sense to make this investment upfront, to maximize their college education.
 
The SAC team is going to present to the chapter to request that the chapter guarantee funding for this program. The switch to English medium will probably be discussed when Sowbhagya comes up for renewal next year.
