VISIT TO SANCTUARY SCHOOLS AT KAIGAL ON JULY 21ST 2006
Report written by Mridula Swamy on August 5th 2006 (mridooo@yahoo.com)
How the day went:

Sudha and Premnath picked me up early in the morning. Also present were Karpagam, a Valley School teacher, Ram, a friend (both volunteers) and Ranga, the driver. We reached the first school, Mugilrevu, at about 9 am and spent almost 3 hours there. Then we went to the KEEP center for a short break and visited the 2nd school in Kalligutta. We spent a little more than an hour there, came back to the center, had a delicious lunch, discussed some items I still wasn’t clear about including the accounting process, and headed back for Bangalore. Chandra, who is a coordinator for the schools, also accompanied us through the day.
MONEY, MONEY, MONEY

Where the money comes from:
KFI is an extremely reputed and credible organization all over India and the world (this I already knew before going on the visit). The question raised is why KFI cannot fund the school’s activities by itself and why the school has to seek external funding. Premnath’s response to this question was that the KFI Foundation is registered as a religious and charitable trust. The cassettes, CDs and books published by KFI are sold at a subsidized rate and so the donations made by KFI members to the foundation go towards covering the subsidies. Also, my observation is that although various people from (and not from) KFI volunteer their time and support, the Sanctuary schools are being run as a separate entity under the larger KFI philosophy.

So where does the money come from?

Some of the budget is supported by the 3 KFI schools in the South – The Valley School, Rishi Valley School and The School. These schools equally share the operating costs and the building materials of all 5 Sanctuary schools based on the actual expenditure incurred each year. Each school’s funding comes from their corpus, raised through the fees collected from students each year.

Another source of funding for the Sanctuary schools comes from the profits made by KEEP (the conservation center) through the sale of honey (their livelihood programme). 

A noteworthy part of the funding comes from Sudha and Premnath’s innovate strategies– the former has collected old newspapers and bottles through which she was able to get around Rs.6-6500, the latter went around the Valley School campus and collected metal scraps of various kinds through which he was able to get Rs.25,000! Sudha also invests much of her time trying to find materials from the Valley school/ her home/ friends’ homes/ stores/ etc, which may not have much use in their current form, but which can have significant use in the schools. They have collected materials such as – 

· The cloth used to wrap exam papers (this was used in Sanctuary for the children’s stitching class to make bags); 

· One-sided paper of various kinds (this was used to make mini text books/ flash cards/ worksheets, etc); 

· Old cardboard sheets (she had stuck together sheets of newspaper with cardboard on either side and had cut out jigsaw puzzles from them); 

· Old saris and dupattas (have been used to stitch clothes for the children or for their stitching/ embroidery classes)

… the ideas are endless.

In-kind donations are also quite significant – last year, Valley School children had donated their clothes. (But Premnath mentioned that these weren’t always the kind of clothes rural children wore. So all materials had to be carefully sorted through when they came from urban areas and foundations). Some also donated 1 kg of rice and ½ kg of dal each month. Bookstores from which they bought books were willing to give old copies of storybooks and text books that they couldn’t sell due to the poor condition. A traditional children’s games store which closed down gave them their old games.

None of the children pay any fees to attend school.

Where the money goes to:

I asked Sudha and Chandra (the coordinator) if they could arrive at a cost per child figure. (This is going with Jim Minter’s request last year for the same for Victoria School). They came up with a figure of Rs.300-350 per child per month. This excludes the health support they provide to the children and the staff (S&P personally pay for doctor visits and medications if someone is sick/ has an infection/ injury/ etc). It also excludes support to the teacher staff for their educational growth (college fees, etc). It excludes some workshop costs such as food, etc, and also the cost of bringing in resource people and site visitors (such as myself!) to Kaigal. I believe it currently also excludes the cost of children’s clothes – Sudha, at a cost of Rs.100 per child, has personally invested in stitching new, comfortable clothes for the children at each school.

I then asked Chandra what the main expenses are each month and an approximate figure for each. Food was cited as the major expense- almost Rs.5000 per month per school. Teacher salaries (Rs.2000 for all teachers, Rs.1800 for Srinivasulu, the full-time assistant in Mugilrevu and Rs.500 for Meenakshi, the part time assistant in Kalligutta) and coordinator salary for Chandra (Rs.3000) were the next biggest expense. Educational materials for each school were estimated at about Rs.500 per month (this does not include the costs for educational materials spent annually at the beginning of each year). And finally transport for teachers – Rs.500 per month per teacher – which also covers the to and fro cost of getting to the KEEP center from each school. The teachers collectively prepare materials, brainstorm and discuss ideas for each of their schools at the KEEP center.
Where the money does not go:

· Supporting the Valley School staff and volunteers who donate their time to train the teachers, monitor the schools, develop and improve the schools. These include Sudha, Premnath, Chitra, Karpagam and others. Sudha mentioned that the Valley School ‘indirectly’ supported them in their effort, by rearranging their school schedules, taking into account the time spent in Kaigal, and by paying them salaries each month. 

· Supporting the educational pursuits of the teachers of Sanctuary schools – college fees, etc.

· It also doesn’t go towards supporting the health expenses of the children and the teachers of the school – I believe Sudha and Premnath cover it themselves.

Accounting process:

I was given a copy of the balance sheet audited by the Valley School auditor. I also had a chance to look into their account books. Chandra, the facilitator, maintains accounts and Premnath signs against the figures. 

Every item was neatly documented in terms of the incomes and expenditures for the KEEP center and for the Sanctuary schools (all activities were in one account book). All items (debit or credit) fall under distinct account codes- for example, there are separate codes for expenditures incurred on school salaries, food, education, training, stationary, travel, etc and these codes differ from the salaries given to KEEP staff/ travel for KEEP staff (for the conservation activities) etc. Similarly done for incomes.

THE SCHOOLS AND THE ENVIRONMENT

How it all started:

Sudha gave me an overview of how things emerged over time. She had been studying and documenting the biodiversity of the region and had sought the assistance of the tribal youth in the process- around 8 years back. Over time, KEEP (Kaigal Education and Environment Programme) materialized and with it, components such as the livelihoods programme, seed back, research center, etc – this was about 4-6 years back. As trust and relationships were built with the tribal people, they expressed the need for education facilities for their children, because the existing (government) infrastructure was not meeting this need. KEEP responded to this need and began 3 schools 2 years back. Based on the success of these schools, tribals in other hamlets have raised interest in having such schools in their hamlets. So, 2 more were opened this year.
Observations of the schools’ physical environment:

Both schools are located in small structures, reasonably well ventilated and kept very clean. There is a small blackboard on one side and some educational aids like the Rishi Valley ‘School in a Box’ kits hanging from the wall. All other school items are stored in big trunks – in Mugilrevu, these trunks are kept in the schoolroom and in Kalligutta they are kept in a neighboring house. Mats are laid out on the floor for teachers and children to sit. Drinking water is stored on one side of the room, and is fetched each day by one child. All children have responsibilities for cleaning the floor, water collection, bringing buttermilk, etc.
In Mugilrevu, Sudha showed me the plot of land adjacent to the school, where a new school is going to be built. This land is provided by the villagers who have marked out the plot and signed a document certifying that the land is for the school. They are also contributing labour to construct the school. Building materials are being covered by KEEP.
Running water is available close by in both schools. There are no enclosed toilet spaces however. I asked Sudha about this and she pointed out to the public toilets which the government had built in Mugilrevu village – these were not being used as toilets because people are used to relieving themselves in the outdoors. In fact, one toilet had been converted into a cattle shed! Sudha believes it’s more hygienic for the children to relieve themselves outdoors than in a cramped government toilet which no one maintains. Perhaps, this will have to be considered once the children, especially the girls, grow up more, but she says that all adults use the outdoors as well.
The learning environment:
I spent the longest amount of time on this aspect- through observation and of course, in discussion with Sudha and Premnath. 
In both schools, about 3-4 children were absent. I talked to Sudha about attendance and she shared her insight. Basically, these being tribal communities, parents often migrate to other areas depending on seasonal activities. For example, during the mango season, when adults migrate to pluck mangoes, they take their children along with them. So, the children miss out on those particular months of school. Sometimes, girls are sent off to graze cattle when they are about 9-10 years old. One particularly bright girl was forced to drop out of school as a result. In her case, Sudha had made an arrangement with another bright girl to teach her in the evening time. They also encourage her to attend school whenever she is grazing cattle in areas nearby the school. There were other examples. So the 25 children per school is an approximation, where the real numbers vary between 23 and 28 depending on the season. Additionally, many of these children have come from government schools, where they might have reached 7th standard without being able to read, or 4th standard without recognizing the alphabet. Some kids have never been to school.

As a result, they feel it is impossible to have a standard curriculum with the standard classroom approach. Instead, they follow an approach in which each child is placed at a general learning level, but the curriculum and materials are geared towards their individual needs. Sudha showed me the records that the teachers maintain of each child’s learning progress. I was impressed by the detail and meticulousness. The teacher follows the child’s language, math and other learning activities over the months and at the end of the year, reads out the child’s cumulative learning to the parents and the children. The systematic record maintenance also allows for a child to switch learning levels within a semester.
Given this approach, the schoolroom is divided according to four learning levels. While the teacher works directly with one group, he keeps materials ready for the other group so that they can work on their own. Self-learning is a very important component in this system. The atmosphere in the classroom is almost hard to believe. The children are settled into this pattern and go about their activities with ease and comfort. Even the little kids were able to work independently and focus on a specific activity without supervision. 
In general, the Valley School resource persons spend much effort training the teachers to use non-didactic methods of teaching – which involves some time and resource investment into making them competent in generating self-learning in the child and being able to cater to multiple learning levels in one classroom. Right now, children at all learning levels do a particular subject in a particular hour, but Sudha wants the teachers to be able to facilitate multiple learning areas in the same hour – where each group is engaged in a different activity in their corners. The teachers are encouraged not to scold/ beat/ discipline the children but to work and talk with them. 

What are these Educational Materials all about?
Since this was a major question of Asha’s and Sudha wanted to clear all doubts relating to it, she talked at length about it.
Educational materials constitute anything and everything that aids in the child’s learning. These include textbooks, storybooks, games, worksheets, crafts, stationery, learning aids like flashcards, mini books, etc etc etc. 
The bottomline is this: Given the learning approach which is so individualized and aimed at making children engage in self-learning and thinking, there is no way but to have a wide range of educational materials available to facilitate the process. As of now, Sudha and Premnath have been scrounging around to make available every possible material that can be recycled and used as an educational aid – right from cardboard to cloth to one-sided paper. On the other end, the teachers spend hours every week manually making several copies of worksheets for each child or creating activity books or games so that each learning group, and child within that group, can be occupied during the week. Simply put, the funds that go towards educational materials would facilitate this individualized learning approach and ease the time burden and efforts of both S&P and the teachers, who are currently making do with minimal resources. More in detail below.
The educational materials include:

· Maps and globes, measuring tapes, writing and coloring materials, paints, cloth and stitching thread, charts, puzzles, games, story books, slates, writing pads and other learning aids. 
· Materials that enable the older children to pick up a vocation – embroidery, tailoring, pottery, etc. Pottery, embroidery and craft are a big focus and I got to see a lot of the children’s really beautiful work!
· The RV School in the Box Kit (mentioned above). This is purchased at a minimal rate and several of them are available at each school. They are particularly useful because they have been developed in Telugu and are meant for RV’s own satellite school program.

· Textbooks that the government schools follow (in Telugu). In general, they cannot currently afford to purchase many copies for each school, so they are making do with the minimum. Sudha also mentioned that with some texts, only a single used copy is available (because the state hadn’t published new copies for the year for example), and so teachers manually make multiple copies of each chapter/ exercise/ activity. Also, since textbooks look so dreary and intimidating, the teachers break down lessons into smaller chunks and re-make mini-text books (again handwritten) for the children. 
· There are a few storybooks, reference books (bigger ones), poetry books and creative writing books available. Sudha wants to make more of these available and build a library for the schools with funding support. So that, for example, children can pick up a reference book on their own and read more on a subject. Right now, there are single copies kept at the KEEP centre which teachers share or make copies of (even storybooks are hand-copied and shared!)
· Notebooks are few due to the cost factor. The older children are given one each I believe. The general practice is that teachers cut out old cardboard and one sided paper that Sudha has obtained and stitch them together (manually) to make multiple books available to the kids. 
· Same with worksheets. Xeroxes are unaffordable so the teachers write out multiple sheets. With this learning approach, the children go through several worksheets in a month, so I can only imagine the amount of time and effort the teachers spend in making copies (and each copy is done very neatly!)
· Although some regular fun-skool type games are available, the bulk of the games are hand-made by the teachers – puzzles made from cardboard, memory game cards, flash cards, copy cards, etc. Some are just ‘fun’ games, others are specific learning aids. Like, the teachers have cut out these fish and attached a magnet to each. The ‘fish’ contain characters/ words/ number games/ etc. Then a fishing line is prepared with string and a pin. The kids pick up different fish and participate in the learning activity. Multiple sets of fishing games are available for each learning group and subject. These and other paper-based games have to be redone every time they wear out.
· English books: Sudha emphasized that English was not a major focus until recently and is just being built into the curriculum for the older kids. Part of the reason is because the teachers themselves are being trained by S&P in building their English skills.  David Hosborough’s books, and not the government’s textbooks, are used, because the former is geared towards first-generation learners. There are various stages and the teachers have cleared 4-5 stages. The children are now mostly in the 1st or 2nd stage.
· Nature activities: A big emphasis is in getting the kids to observe and learn about their environment. They have separate notebooks to document and draw the trees, plants, birds, and places they see on their outdoor trips.
Overall observations about educational materials in the context of the learning environment:
· In general, Sudha mentioned that her estimate in the proposal was based on 100 children in 5 schools. This means that in some cases, multiple numbers are needed so that each school has one copy – such as a map, whereas in other cases, one copy could be shared across, such as some kinds of storybooks. It means that there are some big items which need to be purchased once – such as textbooks or the cost of laminating the games that the teachers have designed so that they last for 3-4 years, and in other cases, it includes items that will need to be repeatedly purchased in one school year – cloth for embroidery, worksheets, etc.

· Educational materials include the cost of training the teachers as well as the students. For example, Sudha first has to train the teachers in 10 science lab experiments or in an English exercise and then they in turn teach the children. So for some activities, two sets of materials are required.

· The overall idea is to capture the entire gamut of the learning stages, which requires more copies of existing resources and more resources. 

· The idea is also to reduce the time intensity spent by the teachers and S&P in asking around different people for donations and in making resources available. A simple way for this, Sudha mentioned, would be to computerize a bunch of the learning exercises and worksheets so that a ‘master copy’ is available at all times and multiple copies could be xeroxed as needed. This time saved could be diverted towards other activities such as long-term planning or strategizing more creative ways of facilitating learning.
THE KIDS
Any report would be terribly boring without a description of the kids!! They are from very poor backgrounds, clearly, first time learners who are entering a whole new world which would have been inaccessible to them but for KEEP. The teachers and a parent make sure that each child comes to school neatly dressed and presentable (although the clothes are very basic). Sudha has just got new clothes in 2-3 patterns and designs stitched for various age groups.
I spent a bit of time interacting directly with the kids. They are really cute and bright (as all kids of their age are!) In general, most kids (7 and older) can read – I asked a few of them to read and they were pretty good! Some comprehend what they read and some don’t yet, according to Sudha. They also sang songs, recited poetry and acted. When I think that these kids have been in this learning environment for just over two years (at maximum), and can already read, do math, and engage in various creative activities, I am simply amazed. The efforts of the teachers, Sudha and Premnath are definitely visible. 
FINAL ISSUES, CONCERNS AND NOTES
1. Asha’s requirement: There has been a request from Asha to get a letter from Rishi Valley stating that they are aware that the school is being run. I am not clear why Rishi Valley has been asked to do this, because it is primarily a Valley School project. RV and The School, Chennai only help in terms of covering the operating costs each year. So it would make more sense that the official letter be obtained from the principal of the Valley School.
2. The proposal: Because the proposal was submitted to Asha more than 1.5 years back and the figures in the expenditure sheets submitted along with the proposal are not up-to-date. In fact, they are currently paying the teachers higher salaries and incurring higher expenses on food, etc (they also have more children than they anticipated). I spoke to them about the mismatch and encouraged them to resubmit a more updated expenditure sheet – this would more accurately capture their resource needs from Asha and otherwise.

3. Gender Bias: All teachers and the coordinator are male. Furthermore, they are all from nearby villages, (not from the tribal hamlets) and come from (better-off) agricultural communities. I was a bit troubled about this. Their response is that there are no educated youth, definitely no educated girls, from the tribal areas itself to teach these children. The parents of the children are illiterate. Although there are literate girls from the agricultural communities, none have expressed interest in working for the school. The young boys from landed communities seem very motivated and committed towards the cause and Sudha and Premnath are supporting their educational growth.

Each of the two schools I visited has assistant teachers – Srinivasulu and Meenakshi – who are tribals from the area. Both are at the 7th standard government school level, but despite being at that level, they could not read Telugu and so their overall learning level was much lower. They are being supported by KEEP to pass their 7th Standard exam (the former is a dropout and the latter is being pressured to get married). And in the meantime, they are also assisting in the classrooms and being trained in the duties of a teacher. S&P want to train assistant teachers in each school as back-ups. Part of their mission is to support the youth in the area which is a component in building overall sustainability. They also encourage the parents and community to get involved as assistants (in preparing the food, getting children ready, etc) to build support.
4. The future: Another issue of course is the future of the children. As most are still young, S&P haven’t focused excessively on this. Three older boys are being geared towards writing (and passing) the 7th standard Telugu-medium public exam next year. This is one option for all students. The other would be the 10th standard National Open School Certificate exam. Sudha plans to follow the Telugu syllabus as well as introduce subjects like social studies and science in English so that interested students can appear for the NOSC.
Overall, Sudha feels that the learning by itself is a goal of the school because it will make the children better human beings and teach them to respect and have pride their environment and resources. 

To conclude:
At the end of the day one could question: If the teachers and S&P are able to ‘make do’ with the minimal stuff they have, then what’s the problem with going on as is?

The other question is: Does the learning process needs to be so resource intensive. Could they possibly invest in lesser resources and a larger group of children? 

Regarding the first, I kept wondering what sets these teachers apart such that they are willing to invest so heavily in terms of time and effort for a disadvantaged group of children. In fact, Sudha mentioned that most teachers haven’t taken vacation (even during weekends and vacation time) for a long time because they are preparing materials. I think part of the reason is that these are highly motivated young men who want to make a difference. Part of the reason is that S&P invest highly in their educational development, so they want to do something in return. A third part is that S&P themselves invest a lot of time, effort and thinking into the development of the school. And of course, the less ‘attractive’ part is that they have no choice but to do all this if they want the children to grow. All these have meant that they have carried on amazingly well with the minimum. But I don’t think this is sustainable in the long run. In order to think thoroughly about the school and its future and how it’s serving the community, the resource staff needs to have an assured funding source so that they can channel their energies and time otherwise. This would give them the time to think about how to better the current system and how to gear it in the long-term so that these children have better alternatives. Right now, they don’t have a second because all their energies are diverted at making the schools run on a daily basis.
About resource intensiveness, Sudha’s emphasis is on quality education: “What will bring about learning in the children” and not “What can make the schools successful.” Her idea is to do the best with a small group rather than cater inadequately to a large group. Sudha feels that this is the only way that the children will learn, given their backgrounds and environment. 

I left feeling comfortable about what the school was doing, what has been achieved, what Sudha and Premnath’s approach and goals are, and what the teachers’ commitment to this project is. All in all, they are making a genuine effort. They are going beyond the basic minimum education provision and trying to make a real quality difference to the children, along with their larger goal of making a difference to the whole community. With an assured funding source, I believe they will be able to give more thought to the long-term goals of the school and long-term financial and process sustainability of the school. 
I definitely think that Asha should support them!
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