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I have only concentrated on what is not in their annual report and some new thoughts and comments.  

Routine matters on school functioning, success in class X, etc. is covered well in their annual report. 

The tribal school has been functioning since 1990, time for the first generation to become adults and 

send their children to school.  That was the most interesting part of the visit.  30% of the children in 

grades I to V are now second generation learners.  Almost all their parents went to that school when 

they were children.  One father is from the school run by the organization Viveka Girijana Kalyana 

Kendra (which also Asha has funded in the past).  He is part of the admissions committee in the school.  

The parents are very involved and enthusiastic about their children’s education.  They demand more 

from the school. 

When the parents were in school SVYM had to work hard to encourage them to come to school, and 

then had to encourage them to continue in school.  Now these young parents get involved in the school 

and want to ensure that their children get a good education.   They talk to the teachers and say that 

they should focus on English.  They were unsure of the new Montessori method (emphasizing 

collaborative learning and peer-to-peer learning) that the school had moved to for the primary classes 

(the day I visited some parents were at the school observing children in their Montessori classes at the 

invitation of the teachers).  Some of them teach music and dance at the school.  They ensure that the 

children study at home.  I met some of the second generation children.  The teachers say there that the 

second generation learners have more social skills, communication skills, grasping power, more initiative 

to come to school, and better attendance. 

Since Asha has been funding initiatives in this area for a generation now, it is an excellent opportunity to 

examine what happens after one generation. 

So what do these parents and other school graduates do?  

The school has certainly been successful in educating a generation of tribal students, all first generation 

learners with very little connection to mainstream society.  They are now sending their own children to 

school, and want to ensure that their children have a good education. 

Some graduates from the school are teachers (through VTTRC, partly funded by Asha-San Diego), some 

work at the SVYM hospital in Sargur, some work as forest guards (unfortunately one had recently been 

attacked and killed by a tiger), some have gone to Mysore for higher education (PUC, ITI).  When the 

graduates can stay in the area (and they really want to), making use of options such as VTTRC, the SVYM 

hospital, forest guards, it has worked out OK.   

But it has been very hard to make the transition to Mysore.  The tribal life is founded on cooperation 

between people, and they find it hard to transition to a competitive society.  They have more gender 

equality than mainstream society.  The students in mainstream society don’t understand them either.  

There is ragging, teasing, and a general attitude that is not welcoming.  8 out of 10 tribal students leave 



their tribal courses and come back.  The students who come back are more likely to be jenukurubas and 

kaadukurubas (which are more primitive) than soligas and yeravas.   

They are addressing the issue of students coming back by identifying mentors in Mysore and other 

places who can provide intense mentoring support to address the value conflict issues.  The students 

will have a place to go to and someone to talk to when they are stressed, upset, frightened, unsure what 

to do. 

The tribal students like it best when they can stay on in the area.  The big employer is the SVYM hospital.   

VTTRC is training teachers to fit into local schools, education can be another big employer.  All of this 

also builds capacity in the community.  Some get jobs as forest guards which is best, because they really 

understand the forest. 

However the percentage of students who are able to do this is not high.  There are not enough jobs.  A 

resort – Orange County resort – opened a few years ago in the area.  VTCL has tried to place graduates 

there.  Most of them end up being eligible only for housekeeping jobs (room cleaning etc.).  The tribal 

students are extremely good in music, dance, and sports, but the Orange County resort cannot absorb 

these skills except to have some performances for visitors.  Because of their upbringing, the tribals are 

not used to putting out their hands for tips, of being servile, of being at the beck and call of the visitors 

and other staff members.  One girl was struggling with the housekeeping job, but was a beautiful singer.  

Malathi (coordinator for VTCL and VTTRC) talked to the manager to see whether there was any way they 

could use her music skills.  He said, “We can’t find jobs for their talent.  We can only hire the people we 

need.”  He has also said the tribals are not qualified to be managers and other related positions.  These 

people are brought from the outside.  From example the cook is from Bihar and makes Rs. 50,000 a 

month. 

On a philosophical note, there is a fundamental disconnect here.  SVYM and their supporters have put in 

enormous effort to build this school and educate a generation of students.  In pure financial terms, the 

budget for the school is over Rs. 100 lakhs per year.  Yet for many at the end of 10 years of hard work 

and learning Science, Maths, English, History, Geography (that is mostly disconnected from the forest 

life they know well) is a housekeeping job.  The resort does pay decent wages (Rs. 10,000/month for 

houskeeping) but it is not something the tribals enjoy doing.  If not for the displacement because of the 

Kabini reservoir and the creation of the tiger reserve they might have liked to continue the way they 

were.  They were kings of the forest, now they are than servants at the bottom rungs of society.  

At a practical level VTCL recognizes that job skills, soft skills, and career orientation are very important, 

as important as the academic learning to give students options other than housekeeping at the resort.  

As part of that they started vocational training to expose the students to options in ITI courses after 

class X.  Four students have joined a course in plastic technology in Mysore.  After the class X exams, 

they have intensive spoken English classes during the summer for the graduating students. 

The vocational training includes courses such as metal work, agriculture, and so on, to expose them to 

what is available in ITI courses in Mysore after school.  The idea is that if students are exposed to this 

technology while in high school it will help them choose the right profession in ITI.   We are funding this 



partly (this is why the funding requested went up a couple of years ago).   The agriculture/horticulture 

effort is going so well, that it covers most of the vegetable needs of the school (all students stay in the 

hostel so the food costs are significant). 

Note to Asha:  

I think we can go beyond funding help here. 

(1) We can help them with courses that help the school students become managers at the resort, 

rather than just housekeeping staff.   One of the early students is a nature guide – why not more 

of them?   Even better, the final goal should be to run such resorts themselves. (As happens in 

some places in the US – in Maine for example, most of the resorts and tourist activities are 

locally run.  Young people get degrees in tourism and related topics and come back home and 

run the activities there.  It would be interesting to understand the percentages.) 

(2) We should explore training in other skills that would be relevant locally.  For example, solar 

power.  Surely there is great use for electricity in the area.  Can we investigate what it would 

take to create job opportunities in solar energy?  Then they would not be dependent on an 

external grid or external people. 

(3) Some of the tribals are very good artists.  Malathi had tried to have their art sold, but I don’t 

think it was that successful.  We can investigate what happened, what worked and what didn’t 

and help them set up a viable business.  In this day of Flipkart and eBay they can sell their art 

anywhere in the world.   We can help with what we learn from our lives and our careers. 

The Teachers 

On this visit I spent some time interacting with the teachers.  There are 23 teachers.  Several of them 

have been with the school for over 15 years.  That is extremely impressive, considering the location of 

the school.  This success of retaining the teachers is because SVYM has really good management 

practices in place.  There are many opportunities for teachers to learn, engage with other teachers in 

other schools, and share what they have learnt.  Recently they have also had the chance of visiting the 

US.  They all shared that the opportunities to learn helped them go well beyond what they learning in 

D.Ed/B.Ed.  There is a sense of service, and satisfaction from that.  They like the egalitarian nature of the 

school.  Many of them grew up in villages themselves. 

Earlier, government grants were from the tribal welfare department.  Now they have recognition from 

the education department, and 7 teachers are paid by government at government pay scales.  This is 

also seen as an advantage by the teachers.   

Another Philosophical Note 

It is tragic that the tribals have to forget the good characteristics of their society – cooperation, equality, 

gender equality for example – in order to fit in with mainstream society.  Since their numbers are very 

small, their culture and way of life gets completely submerged and success only seems possible when 

they become like mainstream folks.  Even the word ‘success’ is unusual to them – Malathi was saying 

how they do very well in sports, and do well in taluk and district level competitions.  But in the final 



races/games if they don’t get first prize, they are OK.  They look at it as sharing, and say, “Madam, that 

is OK, there is always next year.” 

A young girl had dropped out of school to get married.  But after a few months she came back home as 

she couldn’t get along with her husband. Her parents had no problems with that, and she came back to 

school.  Later, a student in her class and she got married.  This is just one example of how tribal girls have 

options within their society.  In comparison so many girls in mainstream society have no options at all.   If 

a marriage breaks up once in rural/semi-urban India often her life becomes very difficult.  The husband is 

now a nature guide at the nearby resort.  Their daughter goes to VTCL now. 

 


