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My report is much shorter than usual because
two of the issues close to my heart have not been addressed yet:

(1) In 2011, I had requested Dr. Raja to look into setting up a solar
kitchen (by his own admission they spend a lot on fuel). I had done
initial inquiries in 2011 with Auroville (they have a solar kitchen) and
had asked Dr. Raja to follow up. Admittedly, they have been busy. Just
recently, Dr. Raja said he planned to go to Auroville, but was trying to
mobilize funding.

(2) I have not been able to append the psychiatrist report by Dr. Sridhar
- he is supposed to visit very soon. He is kind enough to do this visit
and I think a yearly visit by a psychiatrist is very important given the
fragile state of the kids who come in.


Getting there:
=========

Dr. Raja picked me and my 2 kids (aged 12 and 9) up around 9:30 am and we
returned around 3pm, shorter visit than usual. My kids were disappointed
by the short visit. They had planned to spend both the after-lunch and
evening recess  with the Vidyashram kids. I was grateful for the
transportation Dr. Raja provided. The staff were all there, very friendly
and welcoming as usual. I was glad to see them again.

(1) Increase in size
===================

While there were a new bunch of students, the ones who came last year were
well-adjusted.

Concern:
---------

I repeat from last year's report "The increase in number of kids calls for
caution."  It will need increased resources from 2 years ago.I am not sure
if Dr. Raja has requested any from Asha NYCNJ.


(2) Raising awareness locally
=============================

As I pointed out last time, local donors are willing to feed the kids, but
bring unhealthy "festive" food to eat - low nutritive value.

A better method would be to make strict rules as to the type of nutritious
food the Vidyashram will accept (tell them the kids are fragile will get
sick otherwise).   I asked the staff if they had informed the donors of
this. They seemed unaware of my suggestion from last year. They felt it
would be difficult to do.

Type 2 diabetes is rampant in Tamil nadu, striking unusually young people,
even those in poverty, even when they do not show external signs of
obesity etc. Insulin resistance develops over a long period of time, with
the seeds planted in childhood. Dr. Raja is well aware of all this and has
pioneered nutritious meals for the AIDS patients under his care.

All it takes now is to educate the donors and the general local population,
i.e, focus for awhile on deepening awareness of the Vidyashram kids' plight
as opposed to aiming for wider publicity.
This is part of the mission of any NGO - to educate ordinary local folks
(not just beneficiaries, politicians and civil servants) and raise
awareness about what they are doing.

Payir (also in Perambalur district and receiving support from
Asha-Uflorida) is doing a reasonable job of this, although the coverage
there tends to be through larger media outlets that focus around stories
of the the social workers rather than the stories of the beneficiaries and
the community they are working with. But it brings some awareness and that
is important. In the Vidyashram's case, each kid's story is a novel, so
engaging the population will not be difficult.

(2) New arrivals
===============

Some of the new kids from last year apparently did not stay. There was one
 girl who couldn't talk and she pointed to a huge boil in her throat. They
were also less well-behaved with each other as well as with the teachers,
and less able to deal with strangers.The teachers correctly pointed out
that when the older ones were newcomers they had behaved much like the
current newcomers.

But those same kids are extremely well-adjusted now (although that
particular girl has left).

I am always impressed that the kids have a quiet self-confidence and
openness when dealing with me and so patient, considerate and kind in
dealing with each other (in comparison with other kids their age).

Concerns:
---------

The psychiatrist report for this year is still due. Many thanks to Trichy
Sendhil, Dr. Sridhar for doing it.


(3) Records
============

[This is a repetition of last time, except for the last comment]

I looked at their health and educational record notebooks that have just
been started and are as usual meticulously kept. I looked at the records
of the older students as well and found them uptodate. The records are
getting to be voluminous and hard to parse through.

Recommendation:
---------------

It is high time to switch to a computerized database system for keeping
records. I recommended it already last time. Dr. Raja should make it a
priority. Since they have potential donors of computers and possibly also
donors of maintanence costs, this should not be hard to do.
The older children and the staff can be trained to do the data entry
and they will learn a useful skill as well.

[Tamil Nadu is facing unprecedented power cuts now (more than 12 hours a
day), and this may slow things down on this recommendation]


(4) Teachers
===========

I was pleased to see the main teachers still there. One of them who had
a baby was visiting there with her baby, I was happy to see her.
It seems that the rapid turnover of teachers (spurred on by TN govt's
increase of rural govt teacher pay) has been stemmed.

Concerns addressed:
-------------------

All teachers are now made sufficiently aware of the code of conduct.

Recommendation:
---------------

It might be worthwhile to think of incentives to provide good teachers so
that they will stay. Ofcourse, if they get a govt. job, it will be hard to
keep them, but at least they should be persuaded to not think about other
private school teaching jobs.

Materials and Education
========================

Tamilnadu govt.  is giving mixed signals about Sarva Shiksha Abhyan's
Activities Based Learning and Active Learning Method. They were very good
for the Vidyashram. They are still keeping to it, and I hope they stick to
it as long as I can.

I visited all classrooms, but spent most of the time with the 2 older
ones. One of them had a geography class going on. I tested the kids sense
of direction and asked them to point to the direction they would walk so
that they would end up at the Bay of bengal fastest. I could see their
interest perking up when the geography was brought to their doorstep,
instead of
meaningless names and places.

Next time, I plan to take them a few cheap compasses, so that they can
take a walking field trip in the neighborhood and map their route.

I also visited another class where many kids sang and danced for me. The
teachers and wardens teach the kids dance steps to film music tunes, and
they clearly enjoy it. WHen they sing, these kids always choose meaningful
and deep songs to sing, setting them apart from most other kids. My kids
sang for them as well.


Concern:
--------

Last time, I had pointed to two kids I would really like to see given
extra mathematics enrichment classes.  I had asked them to contact me if
necessary. Atleast one of these kids is still in the Vidyashram school and
will join the local school next year.

I also think several of these older kids can be very easily trained in
basic technical-vocational skills (fixing this and that), including
"green" ones like alternative energy (contacting Auroville will be useful
for that as well).
The ones that are HIV negative can also  be  trained as health care
assistants (simple jobs) - both at the clinic, and when the nurse/doctor
comes to visit to check up on all the kids. The HIV positive ones can also
be thus trained, as long as they are not directly handling needles or
sharp instruments. They are also naturally well trained as social workers.

The teachers and kids seemed unaware that I had suggested any of this.
Maybe because my site visit report last year went in so late (in Jan
2012), so they had no chance to address my recommendations.

Extracurricular
===============

The Yoga classes  are still going on (one of the kids leads them) and that
is fantastic that they have kept it up.


Gardening and grey water use: Recommendation addressed
==============================================

The kids had started a vegetable garden 2 years ago, but last year, due to
lack of water, it was sparse.These are farmers kids and have a natural
green thumb. This year, I was pleased to see a flourishing garden using
their grey water (from dishwashing, bathing, but not sewage -- common for
kitchen gardens in south india). Apparently another donor team spent some
time there setting up their garden and grey water diversion for them. They
did a wonderful job. The vegetable garden flourishes now and the kids can
learn a lot about nature and its gifts and living in harmony with it.

Graduates
===========

The graduates from 2 years ago are now taking their 10th class exams. We
hope they do well. That will be one of the main proofs of the pudding.
Apparently they are being given coaching, let us all wish them focused
energy and peace at the same time.


Concern:
---------
These older kids are a help and asset to the Vidyashram, but the
issue of resources must be addressed, as mentioned  under "Increased size"
as well as the issue of launching them onto a meaningful life on their own
- as mentioned under "Materials and Education."
