2006 Site visit report (Bobby)
This report is not your typical data-heavy financial analysis of this school. I will sketch a more human side of this. Far too often, as we sit 10,000 miles away from India, trying to make funding decisions on information that is short on the human angle misses the human drama being played out and invigorating difference a school makes in flesh-and-blood. The details academic year progress reports of this school are available in other documents. I will recount only what touched me most. This is my journey from pure facts-and-figures paper work to flesh-and-blood experience.
I visited Srividyasram school, located in a rural village in Tamil Nadu, between January 22-26, 2006. It is situated 300 KMs (~190 miles) from Chennai,  on the left bank of the River Cauvery in the village named Vadakurangaduthurai in the Papanasam Taluk of Thanjavur District in Tamil Nadu, India. 

Over the previous six to eight months prior to my visit, I had gathered some information, primarily in the form of school history, current programs etc. Mr. And Mrs. Swaminathan, the founders of the school, tried to convince me to visit the school and stay on the premises. Being city dwellers all our lives I was not sure if me and my family, who accompanied me, would be able to brave the potential rigors of staying in a remote village without modern amenities! I must confess that I had made arrangements to stay at a hotel at Thanjavur, the nearest big city. However, nothing prepared me for the wonderful surprise that awaited us. 
I had rented a van, with a driver, and set out from Bangalore on Jan 22nd. Our hope was to get to the school well before nightfall on Jan 22 nd, meet Mr. and Mrs. Swaminathan for dinner at their little home by the school and promptly head to our hotel room in Thanjavur, about 1.5 hours away. As our luck would have it, our driver underestimated the time it takes to get to this village. Besides, we were slowed down by poor roads along the way including the many stubborn cows and buffaloes which refused to budge out of the way on the small roads. All the cajoling and coaxing of these animals took time and tested our patience. It got dark. As we approached our destination, all we could hear were the sounds of crickets chirping, cows mooing in the background, and the sound of our van struggling to negotiate the pot holes and gravelly roads. We seemed lost. We would stop an occasional villager on a cycle to enquire about the village we were heading to. We learned very quickly that, whilst all the village folks were very willing to help us, their directions were very often incorrect.  Cell phone coverage was spotty and sporadic, at best. Eventually, we did find our way to the school at around 10:30 P.M. We were exhausted and hungry. The food prepared by the resident cook, who also cooks the mid-day meals for the kids, was a welcome respite. It was too late to head back to the hotel in Thanjavur. Mr. Swaminthan showed us our rooms where we were to spend the night. By golly, it was almost as good as any decent hotel. It had all the amenities needed for a comfortable stay, including a western style bathroom! Some of us had lost touch with squatting down over the traditional Indian bathrooms! There was always a dread that we may keel over and…... well, you get the picture (. 

The next morning, I was woken up early, just before dawn, by the loud cock-a-doodle-doo of local village rooster! I thought I heard rain fall outside. I woke up feeling a bit disappointed that rain may play spoil-sport today. I walked out to the balcony verandah. The dawn was just breaking. It was not the rain that I heard. It was the dew drops falling! I had never heard the sound of dew dropping before. It was exhilarating. As the sun was breaking through the clouds, I spotted the river Cauvery a few hundred yards away. I had read in story books, and watched movies depicting an  Indian village scene set in tranquil surroundings by a river with the quintessential sights and sounds of a typical village life. I got to experience it first hand. I decided to walk down to the river before others woke up. As I made my way, I stepped on something soft and gooey. I was rudely reminded of another fact of an Indian village life-Yecch, it was cow dung! I hobbled over to the river and washed my feet. I was joined shortly by another young man, who stopped by for his morning bath. 
As the sun came up above the horizon, the sleepy village was waking up. A stream of villagers were heading towards the river for their morning bath. Cows were mooing loudly as they were being milked. The hens and roosters were clucking away. The crows were up and about noisily making their presence known. Yes, the citizens of the village were up for another day.


We had to get ready and have our breakfast before the school kids started their day at 8:00 A.M. The cook served up another master-piece for breakfast. As we were finishing up, the first kids began to arrive. Those living close by were being dropped off by their parents. Some were dropped off on cycles. The two school vans were out to pick up kids from adjoining villages. The decibel level kept rising as the se tiny kids got busy playing on the grounds before the formal school began. It was a delight to see them all eager and smiling at the beginning of a school day. A far cry from my own school days, as I recalled my typical curmudgeonly morning disposition, especially when my home work was not done.
I will summarize my observations made during this visit:  
· School infrastructure (class rooms, toilets, dining rooms, play area) is clean and well maintained. More furniture, benches, tables etc. would help. About 20 or so rooms for various classes.
· Currently, the school can support pre-KG to 4 th grade. Infrastructure for 5 th grade is needed: class room, furniture etc.

· Funds for most class rooms donated by individual donors. Their names are prominently displayed in front of the room they helped build.

· A reasonably well equipped computer room where kids were being taught word processing, drawing etc. was delightful to watch.

· One room was donated by a marathon runner (ran the Dublin marathon and raised funds- a non-Asha runner). That was something that resonated with me, since I had just run the Philly marathon in Nov. 2005 and raised funds for Asha! I know we will have an Asha plaque in front of one of the class rooms here- soon. 

· I chatted with kids and almost all of them made a brave attempt at conversing in English with me. In fact, everyone greets with a “Good Morning or Afternoon” you as you walk by.  I asked them what they wanted to be when they grew up. There were assorted answers like doctor, engineer, pilot, train driver, and several of them wanted to be the “Collector”. I was a bit puzzled by this answer. When I enquired from other teachers why kids wanted to be a “Collector”, I was informed that the highest ranking government official in the village is called a “District Collector” and almost had  demi-god status in the local villages! That explained why kids wanted to have the same status as a “Collector”.
· I also spent some time with many of the teachers, including the physical education teacher. It was humbling to see them serving in this remote village and enjoying it too. 

· Participated in the morning prayers. I joined in the cacophony, where kids from pre-KG to 4 th graders were all trying to sing various prayers and the national anthem. 

·  During a short meditation session (where kids have to sit down with their eyes closed) during the morning prayer session, I could not stop smiling as I watched the littlest kids trying to surreptitiously  watch me with one eye open. It was hilarious when they tried to close their eyes shut tightly when I spotted them watching me.
· Watched them during karate class, besides other physical training and games.  The teacher came in from an adjacent town. The idea is to develop a well rounded kids, and also keep school interesting.
· I walked in on many of the classes during the regular schedule and listened in. Of course, I was a distraction, especially with my video camcorder. I have this all on tape. Someday, time permitting, I may edit this and share it with all of you.

· Had lunch with the kids. It was an orderly affair. I had expected the kids to be running around, creating a mess. But it was wonderful to see them so well behaved. I don’t ever remember being like this!  Another wonder-of-wonders was to watch the kids clean the plates after they eat and neatly stack them up. 

· I had planned on staying only for 1 day. But instead, I stayed back 3 days. I participated in their Republic day celebrations (Jan 26 th). They had kids all line up and sing the national anthem. Also performed a march-past and smartly saluted the flag and the teachers (have pictures of this). 
· The festivities included a “Rangoli” competition both for the kids and the families of the kids and local villagers. This was divided into 3 categories- kids from the school (ages below 8), adults (over 16) and another one for kids under 16 or so. Some absolutely amazing, and intricate patterns were drawn and filled in with colorful chalk! (I have tons of pictures of this event as well).

Finally, it was time to distribute prizes for the top 3 in each age category. I, and my family, participated in giving away the prizes. Of course, all the kids that did not receive  prizes in the top three were given a consolation prize. The smiles on their faces, as well as the other village folks, was priceless.

We were also privileged to participate in the ground-breaking ceremony for a new middle and high school just across the road from the current primary school. This school in only few hundred yards from the river. I can already imagine the high-school kids dunking each other in the river as they play pranks during breaks!  Building a high school will require a lot of funds. I hope my imagination will come true.
I can continue with my ruminations and rambling. I will end here. Any further detailed information may be sought from me directly.

Future funding goals.
I recommend Asha to support the school with grants allowing construction of at least one class room per year ($9000/year) for the next 4-5 years. This will allow the school children to progress through from the current 5 th grade to 12 th grade.
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