Site Visit Report of Ms. Puja Manglani conducted on Nov 5, 2007

(Ms. Puja Manglani is a sponsor of two students from the Sowbhagya Educational Trust. She has sponsored BharathiRaja' s education from the year 2003 to 2007. Once BharathiRaja graduated, she has started to sponsor B. Mohan, another student from the trust. Ms. Puja has worked with CRY India, CRY US and is currently a Vibha volunteer.)

Project Details:

Name of Project:  Sowbhagya Education Trust
Location:  Neelangarai, Chennai
Background: 15 years run by a dedicated set of volunteers who live in Neelangarai

Asha-SV SAC started funding the program in 2003. The annual report of Sowbhagya provides details of the students, their progress indicators and achievements. 
Pre project visit arrangements:

· Reason for visit: I have been a sponsor for M Bharathi Raja since 2003. He recently finished his higher studies and a short diploma in computer engineering. Recently, my funding cycle for him got terminated and I have been assigned another student, Mohan. I had been exchanging letters and photos with Bharathi Raja since 2003 and keeping track of his progress. I wanted to meet him in person and wish him success in his future, and encourage him to further his career.

· I got in touch with the Sowbhagya steward (Subashree), who was very helpful in coordinating my visit from Delhi to Neelankarai. 

· Mrs Jayalakshmi Rajagopal, the coordinator and who is also Subashree’s mother, generously offered to pick me up from the airport and hosted me at her home. She suggested that I come on a Sunday so she could hold a children’s day celebration with me as the chief guest. Even though the offer was very tempting I could only make it on a Monday morning, which is a school day for most children.

Visit Details:

I reached Neelangarai around midnight and because it was a school day the next day, Mrs Jayalakshmi Rajagopal asked the students to come to her house before heading to school.

There were about 18-20 children who came to meet me. Even though they were extremely shy in the beginning, they started warming up and by the end of their stay, they sang and danced for me. It was indeed a pleasure to see happy and laughing children. 

After all the children left, I could find some moments alone with Bharathi Raja, who came to meet me with his mother. He was not very talkative (maybe because I couldn’t talk in Tamil and he couldn’t communicate fluently in English), but seemed delighted to have finally met me. We went over the details of his future plans. We talked about his family, his interests, his problems at home (father is being bed-ridden, mother working as a maid, and younger sister just recently detected with some health issues). He explained that he had to do a short diploma and find a job to help with the financial situation at home. Currently he is working as an intern for 3 months and receives a modest stipend. His future plan is to work for another year and then study Bachelors in computer science followed by an MBA in human resource. Both Mrs Jayalakshmi and I advised him to opt for an MCA instead.

I was not able to meet the parents or go see the tuition classes because of limitations of time, so I cannot comment on those aspects of the site visit. I did meet one of the earliest students who was enrolled in Sowbhagya. It was good to receive a feedback from him, since he has gone through the complete funding cycle with this organization and currently is well placed in an office.

Mrs Jayalakshmi then spent the remaining afternoon providing me with the details of the project, showed me the annual report and registers with student records and a brief video of their annual day. She also fed me excellent south Indian style home cooked breakfast and lunch during my brief stay there!

My perspectives of the project

The project on the whole seems to be very worthwhile. The concept of the organization is unique as in, they hand pick the best students starting 

· Project concept: The concept behind this trust is very good wherein good students are hand selected from the school so their skills can be developed further and that money will not be a cause to stop them from moving forward in the field of education. This project is a great help to the local communities because for the first time in this generation, the local fishermen community has had this level of education.  Another important aspect of this Trust is that children are given guidance and education even after high school, in some cases all the way through engineering and all the way to a job interview. 
· Project coordinator: Mrs Jayalakshmi is the program coordinator and was also responsible for conceptualizing Sowbhagya Education Trust. There is absolutely no doubt about her commitment to this cause, her total dedication and sincerity. It was indeed a pleasure to meet with her.

· Other employees at the project: I was not able to meet other staff, though I was provided details of who they are and what their background is. It seems like a dedicated staff of volunteers who have been responsible for the success of Sowbhagya.

· The beneficiary children at the project: My first impression of the children was that all were very neatly dressed, well behaved and generally looked happy and excited. Based on the annual report sent by Asha for Education, the success rate is high and the trust is impacting the lives of many children in a big way. It seems that it is inevitable for some children to drop out of the program due to family circumstances. 

· Project documentation: The documentation is complete and comprehensive. However when they mention the results of the children for 12th board, they should probably include the state average, for a comparison? Would like to know how these children are faring compared to state level.

Recommendations for the Project (based on above section): 

· Interview preparation: One of the ex-students of Sowbhagya pointed out that based on his experience, when he finished his college and interviewed for jobs, he was very confident about his technical skills, but lacked aptitude and communication skills. Even though Sowbhagya provides good career counseling, it could go one step further and tie up with a professional organization that can train these children for interviews. 

· Emphasis on English language: Both Vijay and Bharathi Raja (ex-students) showed concerns about their limitations with English language and that this brings down their chances of getting good jobs. Even though Sowbhagya currently provided English classes, it would make it mandatory for all students to attend and practice spoken English 

· Extra curricular activities: It was not clear to me if Sowbhagya provides extra curricular activities to these children. It would be good to take them out on field trips like to museums, parks, theater, workshops etc, to give them exposure beyond their protected community environment. 

· Replication of this model: The concept of this Trust is very good. Sowbhagya should work on documenting a standard procedure that any interested group of individuals can use to develop their own sister Sowbhagya Education Trust, anywhere in India.

· Sponsor tracking through Asha: Asha should provide more information to sponsors as to what becomes of their sponsored children once they finish high school. In this case, I had to contact Asha to find out what will happen to my sponsored child after he finished school. It was also not clear to me initially whether Sowbhagya allows sponsoring until high school or graduate studies or higher.
Conclusion

The project visit was very satisfying and a great experience on the whole. I will recommend the volunteers/sponsors to surely visit this project if they get a chance to do so.  I feel the experience enthuses you more to continue doing the noble cause.  To see that these ongoing efforts of Asha and Sowbhagya are helping children and the communities on the whole is very satisfying.

