BALA MITRA BADIS - TRIBAL EDUCATION PROGRAM

- SAMATA INDIA, Visakhapatnam, A.P.

Report by Madhav Lakkapragada, Cincinnati Chapter (October 2008)

http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=841

The Program: Bala Mitra Badis (BMB) Project (a.k.a. Balamitra Tribal Education Program - http://www.balamitra.org) supports educational centers in about 40 remote tribal villages in the Visakhapatnam District. These villages are extremely remote and most of these are in the middle of forests without transportation. While I did not visit any of the villages, I met Ms Bhanumati, who oversee’s this program, in the Visakhapatnam resource center. All the notes in this document are based on discussions with the team members at the Visakhapatnam resource center.

Since these villages are remote and fairly isolated, communication between the tribes is also localized. Some of these tribes apparently cannot communicate in the local language (telugu) nor can they communicate with tribes from other villages. The program supports these education centers by providing school supplies to the children, training and educating the teachers among other activities.

Based on years of work and the lessons learned, Samata opened four resource centers to coordinate the training activities and supplies to all these remote villages. One such center is in Visakhapatnam and the other three are located in the villages to serve as nerve centers for all the villages surrounding them. The proposal that has been sent to Asha is for financial support to cover the costs of all these education centers. While this is a major project in the area and attempts to improve the entire tribal belt in the district, naturally the financial need is very high.

Due to the nature of the training centers, the organization faces a good amount of turn-over rate as trained teachers leave the village in search of better employment. This adds to the training needs of the new recruits. Although this is an issue that the organization faces, it is inherent (and expected) to the program given the remoteness of the villages and the challenges of the area. Each village educational center is facilitated in a one room shed and the number of children varies anywhere from 6 to 25 or even more. Each of the educational centers is lead by a trained teacher. Most times these teachers are from the local village and are typically educated till tenth standard or intermediate. Details of villages and the educational centers are documented on the BMB website http://www.balamitra.org/balamitra/village_schools/village_schools.htm

The extent of this outreach program and the various villages impacted can be seen in the area map on the website http://www.balamitra.org/balamitra/areamap.htm
The Waldorf Connection: Samata follows the Waldorf approach to education, which implies a holistic approach to the educational needs of the children. While teaching the local language telugu, the children are also encouraged to learn the local language and traditions that are part of their tribe, thus preserving the tribal culture of the region. The children also participate in arts and crafts, singing and various forms of cultural activities.

The Interns: As the program is associated with the Waldorf process, a number of interns also participate in the program. During my visit I did meet a few of the interns from Germany and UK. These interns usually participate in the education and training of teachers in the Visakhapatnam resource center. A typical internship is usually 6 to 9 months and longer-term internships are preferred. The internship program at Samata is well established and a good opportunity for Asha to extend the partnership. Although occasional, the interns can also participate in field trips to the villages and to the other resource centers, thus providing them with the grass roots interaction. The interns help in various ways from participating the educational programs, interacting with the children for arts and crafts, teaching Maths, Science and English or even handling the administrative tasks in the back office. The interns are required to sign a code-of-conduct and cover all of their expenses. Due to the non-profit nature of the program, no scholarships are awarded to the interns. Although, living facilities are arranged, the interns share the rent and all the expenses.

About Samata: Samata is a well-known NGO in the region and supports numerous activities supporting the tribal people and their livelihood. 
More about the organization and its other activities can be read from their website http://www.samataindia.org

Asha Internships: I did discuss with Ms Bhanumati about the possibility of Asha partnering with Samata to strengthen the Internship program at both Asha and at Samata. We both agreed that this is a good area  for both the organizations to further their partnership in making this project a success.

Asha Funding: Since 2007 Asha Hyderabad has been stewarding this project with financial support from Asha SV under the ICPA offering. However, due to certain challenges, the ICPA program has been put on hold and so this project has been facing financial challenges. This is one project where the continuity of funds is essential for sustenance of the goals of the project. Ms Bhanumati had expressed her concern and the challenges that they face due to lack of funds. Samata has also approached the Dorabji Tata Trust for funding.


Since the scope of this undertaking stretches to 40 villages, the budget is relatively high for most Asha Chapters. Currently, the program budget (for 40 schools) stands close to $40,000 (approx). Based on my discussions, a few suggestions that I have are as follows:

1. To support this project in its entirety, a few Asha Chapters could potentially commit funds for at least three years. This will provide Samata and Asha a chance to pilot the program and measure the impact to the project.

2. The other alternative, which I personally prefer, is to split the project into three sub-projects based on each of the resource centers. This will allow Asha Chapters to fund ONE resource center for a prolonged period of time. I imagine the budget for one such center could be in the range of $4000 to $10000/- depending on how many schools fall under that resource center. The most compelling reason I prefer this approach is financial sustainability. Once the process is established at one resource center, hopefully other Asha Chapters that have the financial strength can fund the other resource centers.

For Asha Volunteers interested in Visiting: The Visakhapatnam resource center is very accessible from the city. Although, it is approx 10 to 15 Kms away from the city (depending on where you are) towards the Bhimulipatanam area, it is fairly accessible by road. I contacted Ms Bhanumati and they were generous enough to provide a pick-up in their vehicle. While my intent was not to conduct a through site visit, it was more of a learning experience for me about the project and their work. Thanks.

