
HUT Vidyashram site visit report, Meera Sitharam, August 2017 
 
Please refer to the wonderful photos that Raja sends every year.  
Raja as usual provided the 1.5 hour (each way) transport for me and Kavina (my 15 year old who 
helps form immediate rapport with the kids) and a huge load of old clothes from my parents' 
place to HUT.   Unlike the previous year, I spent a lot of time in the classrooms. Between that and 
taking the usual trip up the hill with the kids, it was dark by the time we left.  
 
  
The overall state of the Vidyashram: 
 
The big change is that they now have a couple of highly experienced, excellent teachers (they are 
older and probably retirees from the regular school system who are committed to the cause) 
(see below) 
 
Another big change is that the Vidyashram is now highly concerned with the employment status 
of alumni. An alumni network is at work, but much more can be done (see below)  
 
No major infrastructure improvements. The number of children has more or less held steady 
since last year. There are approx 105 children staying at HUT, including some who are staying 
there past their 8th grade and attending the local school, as well as others who are attending a 
technical institute, or higher secondary school . In addition, HUT keeps track to some extent of 
some kids who have joined a degree program, or are at a government hostel, and as the district 
Collector's special school for kids who performed very well in the state's 10th grade 
exams.   Several kids who finished 8th grade, are back in the care of relatives. HUT has tried its 
best to improve the monitoring of such kids since the 2 such kids who died 3-4 years ago (see 
below). 
 
There are continued small scale donations from locals in the form of meals etc., approximately 
10-15 lunches a month. Several groups of French volunteers visit at various times and continue 
to help out. 
 
Many of the older kids who now play an integral part as part time staff in the running of the 
Vidyashram are aware of the crucial role the Vidyashram played in their lives and the community 
it continues to provide them, and want to give back once they achieve some modicum of financial 
stability. 
 
In response to last year's concern about nutrition and health, further monitoring and changes 
in meal plans have taken place (see below). Children appear cheerful and are doing relatively well 
in school (as Raja's yearly reports of 10th grade exam results shows). 
 
Overall, it is impressive and heartwarming to see what the Vidyashram has achieved in 
the decade since its inception. 
 



Responses to previous Concerns, new Concerns and Suggestions: 
===================== 
 
(1)  Stunting etc. 
In response to a concern from last time, the nutrition has been changed to include more fresh 
vegetables. In addition to further attention to supplementation and deworming/delousing 
medication to ward off anemia and deficiencies. There is research to show that kids that were 
born in poor circumstances (maternal nutritional insufficiency) have somewhat stunted growth 
but with reasonable nutrition they seem to somewhat catch up in growth immediately after 
puberty. 
  
(2) Training staff to take initiative and make decisions. 
This was a concern from last time. While there are senior teachers now who can take initiative in 
academic matters, I am not sure they are capable take initiative on various administrative 
matters. Even now, there seems to be a single resident senior staff member capable of taking 
initiative and making decisions in Raja's absence. As this is likely to result in 
inevitable impatience, stress and fraying of trust and respect in relations, it is crucial that other 
staff are rapidly trained to take ownership and clearly demarcated, but higher level of 
responsibilities.  
 
(3) Alumni network and Tracking 
A concern from last time was how to track kids who leave the Vidyashram either in 8th grade or 
10th grade or after.  I quote:  
This tracking is important both to ensure the alumni are doing ok, as well as to maintain a 
community and network of alumni who give back, and some may potentially return as 
staff,  which is important for the long-term sustainability of the Vidyashram. 
They took this to heart and have started keeping careful records. The alumni who are working or 
in technical education or college have already shared phone numbers and regularly contact each 
other. The younger kids who leave after 8th and 10th grades are harder to keep track of, one of 
the staff have to do it, but they are working on it. 
 
(4)  Psychosocial monitoring 
It was mentioned last time that it is important for Vidyashram to continue having yearly 
outside visits by a psychiatrist or at least a psychologist. Even for the other kids, the overall 
emotional fragility of the kids' home situation mandates it. Trichy Senthil's brother in law has 
been doing for the past few years, but not in the past three years. HUT should take the effort to 
maintain this practice. Bhinish from NYCNJ gave me the name of someone who might do it who 
lives in Trichy. Raja has tentatively okayed it, but I would like to know more about credentials. I 
will investigate when I am there in June 2018.  
 
(5)   Visitor tracking and code of conduct  
 Last time, it was suggested to draw up a clear visitor policy, both to prevent any chance of abuse, 
as well as to ensure visitors are monitored by staff especially during interaction with children 



and  that the visitors are given clear guidelines how they should conduct themselves. There are 
many types of visitors besides the regular staff. 
(i) parents and guardians (ii) people who are visiting the staff (iii) working-hours 
volunteers, site visitors etc. (iv) volunteers who help after working-hours (v) overnight visitors 
Unfortunately, I did not follow up on this during my visit. Will do so during the next visit, as it is 
important. 
   
(6) Inhouse apprenticeships and Job prospects 
Last time it was mentioned that kids could be trained in house on small maintenance installation 
book keeping and even administration jobs. 
 

For example,  a lost opportunity was in the installation of solar without taking the opportunity to 
train even those Vidyashram students who were studying for an electrical technology 
diploma.  They can be employed also in the tracking effort mentioned above. Or in 
maintaining/preparing accounts or updating websites. This affects their employability when they 
leave. While the staff are aware of this gap, they aren't confident giving the kids such 
responsibilities. What is needed is a formal apprenticeship system with various staff - in house. 
 
Even more urgently, we need to set up an employment pipeline. It has to start with a network 
of acquaintances and contacts and organizations public sector and NGO and private sector that 
could employ these kids. The alumni network is a start, but a formal network is needed of 
acquaintances of HUT staff, local public officials, various AfE vols and their acquaintances, nearby 
AfE and AID supported projects and organizations. We will brainstorm on how to get it started 
and go from there. 
 


