
Dear Asha friends,

I recently visited the Bhagavatula Charitable Trust (BCT) at Elamanchili, near Vishakapatnam,
AP. During my three-day stay there, I had the opportunity to learn about BCT's approach to
education in rural areas, and interact with the 150 students of the BCT model (residential) school
there. I wanted to share my impressions and experiences with you.

I have always had a problem with the idea of "educating" children from rural areas in India, who
invariably seek city-jobs and migrate. At a time, when we are already grappling with the
consequences of large scale rural-urban migration due to a variety of reasons, and trying to stop
and if possible, reverse the situation, I strongly believe that conventional education is not the
way to go in general, and more specifically, in the villages. This was also discussed at some
length at the Asha-10 conference. I saw that BCT's model school could show us the way out of
this.

Known problems with conventional education in rural areas

The dropout rate is high, because of many reasons:
1. Parents do not have any incentive to send their children to school, because they could

otherwise be contributing to the family income, and because basic schooling does not
teach their kids any skills that can get them employment once they graduate.

2. Students don't have any interest to attend boring classroom sessions, which are almost a
punishment for the kids.

3. The kids who do manage to study, don't want to stay back and farm or work for rural
development, because they feel that they are overqualified for them.

BCT's model school
This residential school in the BCT premises, has 150 children from more than 40 villages around
Elamanchili and has classes’ 6th to 10th, and works for 300 days a year. The curriculum is
equally divided into three parts:
1. Academics - Telugu, English, Hindi, Sciences, Social Sciences, Mathematics
2. Trade/Vocational Skills - like cycle repairing, tailoring, making lacquer-ware, carpentry, and
most interestingly and importantly, FARMING.
3. Social Animation - where students get trained in rural issues, village administration, public
speaking, community mobilization, leadership qualities, in short, trained to become community
organizers, and facilitators of socio-economic change in rural India.
Dr. Parameswara Rao is currently involving the students in his Balamandiram experiment, where
the students are divided into groups who propagate in villages, a 7-point action plan to address 7
different types of poverty: economic, health, spiritual,
Knowledge, environmental, ....... (This was presented at the Asha-10 conf.) In
order to do this, the children are made to first follow all the 7 practices themselves.
An example: Every child saves a part of the small income that (s)he earns by selling what (s)he
produces/makes, in the process of learning vocational skills (e.g. vegetables grown, uniforms
stitched, handicraft articles made). Thus they learn to form and operate
self-help groups, before they can go and preach in the villages.



BCT's Rural Technology Institute (RTI)

For students interested in further education after the 10th std, BCT has just started (in 2000) the
RTI, where the following areas are covered:

1. Mechanical Engg. - To manage / make machines used in rural areas
2. Electrical Engg.
3. Civil Engg. - Construction of bio-gas plants, low-cost sanitation structure using

indigenous technologies
4. Agriculture - including organic farming, watershed management
5. Crèche and Pre-School Management
6. Resource Mapping - like GIS

(There is also a focus on appropriate technologies - e.g. renewable energy.)
The RTI has been supported partly by the government and partly by individual donations, routed
through a chapter of ASHA.

My experience with the BCT school students
• I visited each of the classrooms during school hours, when I asked the students many

questions.

a) Almost all boys choose voc. skill areas in the following order:
Electrical, cycle repair, making lacquer ware toys, farming;
All girls go in for tailoring, almost by default.

b) The quality of the products made by the children is very good, and hence fetch a good price.
The girls stitch the school uniforms and bags of all the students every year. A lesson in self-
sustenance.

c) Academics are taught in the morning sessions, and voc. skills and social animation in the
afternoon sessions. All students like and look forward to the afternoon/practical sessions.

d) When I asked the 10th std. students, how many of them would become social animators for
their village development, two boys immediately raised their hands, while many others
followed them.

e) When I asked the 10th std. students how confident they were about facing their public exam
because of the time they spent learning vocational skills and social animation, I got a loud
very confident" for an answer from them. This according to Dr. Rao was because BCT
school works for 300 days, instead of 200 working days in conventional schools.

• I had a one-hour session with all the 150 students one evening, when they said; it was their
turn to ask me questions. On knowing that I was doing my masters in International
Development, they grilled me with questions like, "How do you define development? How
should a village ideally develop? What are the different paradigms of development? What do
you want to do after you graduate?" Many answers I had to grapple with. I was very
impressed by their knowledge and awareness.



I feel that more can be done about improving the vocational skills training. E.g. identifying and
bringing in more local handicrafts, many of which are endangered. BCT is constantly working on
improving the quality of this, with feedback from alumni who have found certain skills and
certain ways of training useful and certain others, not so useful.

Replicating the BCT model
I am currently working with Dr. Satyamurthy (Secretary of BCT) and Sreenivasagaru (the
brother of Dr. Parameswara Rao, who spoke at the Asha-10 conference) on a proposal to
replicate their model school across all villages in three mandals in the Vishakapatnam district.
BCT's program is complementary to the government Education program and not parallel to it. I
will post it on asha-wide once we finalise it.

Regards,
Sangeetha


