Jeeva Jyothi Site Visit Report -- 15th Nov and 21st Dec 2004

------------------------------------------------------------

Anuj Chakrapani, an ex-volunteer of Asha Arizona contacted me to see if someone from Asha Chennai can do a site visit of the Jeeva Jyothi's "Wings of Escape" project. This is currently a project of Asha Arizona and has been funded for the last six months and they are awaiting the funding for the next six months.

I visited the project along with Viswanathan, another volunteer of Asha Chennai. We went to Jeeva Jyothi's main office at Perambur. We spent an hour or so talking to Mr. Susai Raj. He explained to us

the activities of Jeeva Jyothi as well as the specifics of the project. Susai Raj has been working with some international Christian charities after his education. In the early 90s he returned back to India and then founded Jeeva Jyothi to work with street children. They have been working primarily with street children in the different parts of Chennai. They also started working with the Rice Mill and Brick Kiln industries as they are industries that employ lots of child labourers right in the vicinity of Chennai. They have been talking to the Rice Mill owners, workers as well as the parents of the children there to eliminate the problem. They have also been working with Women's self-help groups and more recently with small children. We also glanced at their accounts but because of its volume/complexity we couldnt really understand it. Note they do not do project-wise accounting.

They have been working with the rice mills in Red Hills area for the past few years. They have been running non-formal schools for youngsters and doing advocacy activities. With Asha's help they have also been running two Balwadis. Part of their recognition for the need for these Balwadis came from the fact that many of the young boys and girls they were working with were dropping out of school in order to take care of their younger siblings.

We were then taken by one of their project coordinators Bhaskar Jayabalan to Red Hills. There we dropped by their Red Hills office. They were having a meeting with a group of 8-15 age group boys and girls. They have these meetings to build up leadership, speak against child labour, about the importance of schooling etc. Then we went to the first Balwadi at V.P.Singh Nagar. There were about 18 children at the Balwadi. The teacher there told us that the strength is about 22. The Balwadi was housed inside one of the Samathuvapuram houses built by the Govt. It was quite dingy and there was water stains on the walls after the recent rains. Even on a sunny day it was badly lit inside. The floor was not clean. The children were not dressed well. They also did not have any play materials or other educational materials for the children. When asked about these, they showed me a few posters etc. They said they had taken these off because of the rains had caused the building to leak. They also said they will be moving to a new place shortly. We also went to the new place. This was slightly better but not by a whole lot. More than just the building it is how they keep them. A well painted, brightly lit building would make a big difference. The teacher has a BEd and seemed enthusiastic.

We met the project coordinator for "Wings of Escape", Amula, on the way to the second Balwadi. I was curious to know what her activities were. She visits the Balwadis every day and ensures that the needs of the Balwadis are met. However majority of her activities have to do with the other advocacy work that they do.

The second Balwadi at Ambedkar Nagar was slightly cleaner and better lit. But still there was a lot of scope for improvements. The children were just as badly dressed. There were about 25 children out of a total strength of 30 or so. The teacher here also came across as enthusiastic. Both the Balwadis had Ayyas for cooking food for the children.

We then had lunch at Red Hills and then returned back to their main office at Perambur. We talked to Susai Raj, Baskhar Jayabalan and Joseph. When we mentioned about the lack of learning materials in the Balwadis they said that there were materials but that they had been kept inside because of the rains etc. But they could not even list the items for anything close to Rs. 20,000 accounted under this head in their report.

When I had asked them in the morning about the Rs. 51,000 accounted under remuneration head, they mentioned that Rs 2000 was paid every month for a doctor to visit the Balwadis. But at the Balwadi when I specifically asked Ms. Amula about medical needs of the children, she told me that a nurse from the government hospital came once or twice a month and when one of the children was ill they took them to the government hospital once again. So I asked Susai Raj to provide detailed breakup for the expenses towards remuneration and materials.

Also I told them that things need to be spruced up at the Balwadi and that I felt a lot of things can be done better as Asha Chennai is doing at the Urur Kuppam Balwadi project. They were interested in sending their teachers to our Balwadi to learn from our experience. They also wanted to send their teachers to the RightStart teachers' training to be conducted by Asha Chennai (in May 2005). Susai Raj was also frank in admitting that they are not experience in running Balwadis. Their experience lies more in counselling street children etc. Susai Raj also agreed to look once again at the accounts and get back to us with the corrections or details as the case may be.

After the first visit I continued corresponding with Jeeva Jyothi over Emails and phone calls. They sent me the details for the expenses for the materials as well as remuneration. On the materials front they had primarily purchased the following series published by Time Life!


* Early Learning programme


* Child's first library of learning.


* Child's first library of values.

This whole set costs something like Rs 60000! Out of this they have billed about 20000 to our project and rest to other projects of theirs. On the remuneration front they continued to maintain  that they gave a salary of Rs 1500 per month to the Balwadi teachers, Rs 500 per month to a doctor for one visit and Rs 1500 per month to a nurse for a couple of visits.

In the meantime some teachers from their Balwadis came here to Chennai to spend a day at our Balwadi at Urur Kuppam to see how that functions. They also spent some time with Lakshmi (our resident expert on education, teaching methods etc.). We tried to find out about the salary of the teachers. This time we got the information that the teachers are paid Rs 500 per month for the first six months and then Rs 1000 per month. There was nothing extra given for conveyance etc.

So I decided to make a second site visit to verify the information they are providing. I was able to see the books they have got from the Time Life books. You can get more information about these books at http://www.etlhomelearning.com/. In that page visit the pages for "Foudation Knowledge", "Basic Skills", and "Essential Values". As you can probably guess these books seem extremely unsuitable for the use in the Balwadi for a lot of reasons,


* These are all in English. The children know no English and the teachers level of competence in English is also not likely to be very good.


* Even at home we do not give costly books to children without direct adult supervision. So the likelihood of these being used in a Balwadi full of children is very remote.


* What children of that age need is play materials which they can touch and feel and not written story books in a language they do not understand.

Further as you can see these are extremely costly. And to add insult to the injury these packages were remaining unopened and they did not have much idea as to how to use these books. They had purchased these books supposedly on the recommendation on one Mercy from Porur who is MS in Social Work and a consultant for organisations like these. She is going to train them on how to use these books. These books are supposedly useable till the age of 14. They are planning to start a residential school and they intend to use these books to develop their curriculum at this school!

As regards the salary they are running a total of six Balwadis. The teachers in the Asha sponsored Balwadis are paid 1200 per month and those in the other Balwadis are paid Rs 500 and Rs 1000 as they had reported. They account Rs 1500 per month for the teachers but withold Rs 300 per month for their travelling expenses. The travelling expenses that the teachers incur in travelling for their weekly meetings, training sessions etc. are paid out of this Rs 300. They do not maintain the detailed accounts for this.

I also enquired about the training sessions that they have (for which they have accounted some Rs 4500. They have been bringing government officials in the education dept., ICDS (which runs the Balwadis) as well as teachers to train the teachers on various things.

My Recommendations

------------------

Clearly I am not happy with several things in the project. But ultimately the need of the children from the rice mills is real and we can execute the project using Jeeva Jyothi to benefit these children. So I would recommend to continue the project for atleast another 6 months to see how willing Jeeva Jyothi is to listen to our recommendations.

I think we should place the following restrictions on the project funding.

1. All purchases of materials and training of teachers should be done after consulting Asha.

2. We should consider asking them to either return the Time Life books or asking them to not account that towards our project. That would free up the Rs. 20000 for spending on materials which should be more than enough to meet the needs for the two Balwadis. Note we at Asha Chennai have spent about Rs 10000 for materials in a big Balwadi with 80 children. This 20000 can be reduced from the next cheque we send to them.

3. We should ask them to maintain their actual amounts for all their expenses atleast for six months going forward so that we get a level of comfort that the amounts they are charging for these are reasonable.

In the meantime I think Asha Chennai should get more involved with the project to more closely monitor it.

On the positive side both Mr. Susai Raj and the teachers welcomed inputs from Asha Chennai. Susai Raj was free to admit that they did not know much about running Balwadis or about teaching children. At the Asha Chennai side we would be able to train these teachers along with the other teachers at our own projects and close contact with them would also help us monitor the education happening at these Balwadis. 

Rajaram

