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Project Details
Samata (www.samataindia.org) is a social justice organization working for the rights of tribal/adivasi people of Andhra Pradesh. The present project consists of a approximately 40 single teacher Balamitra schools in remote villages in Visakhapatnam (Vizag) district, and a training and curriculum development centre located in Vizag city proper.
Volunteer Details
Ravi Mundoli (Asha-Hyderabad, ravim_asha@yahoo.com, +91-98494 19142)

Report

On Januarty 14/15 2007, we (i.e. Ram Krishnamoorthy of Asha-Bangalore, Madhavi Raj, Seema Mundoli, Ravi Mundoli) visited the village of Poolabanda where Samata has an office, and the school that is being run at the Poduguputta village.
We started around 9:00 a.m. from Vizag city in our own vehicle. One of the features of the villages that Samata works in is their inaccessibility. To reach most of them, one has to drive to a certain point, leave the vehicle, and walk for several minutes (sometimes stretching into hours) to reach the village.

The drive was firstly through the agricultural areas of Vizag, and then through the Eastern Ghats, on the Vizag-Paderu route. The countryside is very picturesque, and has apparently not yet been integrated with the rest of the tourist circuit. We made a turn off from the main road somewhere in the hills, and after driving on a bumpy track, reached Poolabanda around 1:00 p.m. We were received by Ms. Rekha, who is a field worker from Samata. After leaving our stuff in the Samata office-cum-guest-house and a quick lunch, we set off for the neighbouring village of Poduguputta, where the school was.
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Samata Office/Guest House – Poolabanda
To reach Poduguputta, we had to walk down one hill, cross two streams, and then up another, all of which took us about 45 minutes or so. It was a beautiful day, and quite pleasant to tramp up and down the hills, everything was green and quiet (except for the blaring of music from a faraway loudspeaker!). On the way, we were joined and overtaken by villagers returning from the weekly santha (shandy, market) to their homes.
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When we reached Poduguputta, the kids from the school were waiting for us in their Sunday finery, along with their teacher.
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The school structure itself is a rough mud hut with knee-high walls. The roof is tiled and propped up with pillars at the corners. In good weather, it is probably a lot more pleasant to sit in such a classroom, rather than in a fully enclosed one, but it gets very difficult in the rains.
Once we met the kids, who were initially quite shy and reticent, we got to see some of the things they’d learned, and the ways in which they’re taught. The children are taught in a slightly different way than conventional schools, and elements of the Waldorf (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waldorf_education) education methodology are adopted. Much of the learning was done through playing different kinds of “games”. For example, the concept of multiple numbers (I think that’s what it was!!) is explained by giving each child a different coloured ball/bag, and they are made to stand in a circle and pass the thing to the next child for as many times as there are children. At the end of this, the original item that they were given would come back to them.
Basic arithmetic and writing/vocabulary are taught through a “musical chairs” kind of game, and a “running race” (where the kids run from one end of the class to another, and have to lay out 3 letters to form words, one after the other).
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As things got interesting, the kids also relaxed and livened up, and it was quite obvious that they were enjoying the whole experience. The class was pretty mixed as far as gender and age were concerned (the oldest was probably in 3rd or 4th Std.?), and each child was given attention appropriate to his/her level.
Although all the children are from tribal backgrounds, there was quite some diversity amongst them, in that they were from different tribes. All of them spoke a tribal language (such as Kooyi) at home, but in some cases this was a variant of Telugu, whereas in other cases some of the kids spoke a language that is closer to Oriya than to Telugu. Since these languages don’t have scripts, they are taught in Telugu (since that is what will be most useful for them later) and also rudimentary English.
There was also some Telugu song singing at the end. All in all, this was certainly stuff that I hadn’t seen in any conventional government primary school.

The teacher was an earnest young man, from a village (not Poduguputta itself, though). He’d studied in the villages till 10th, and in Vizag till 12th (Intermediate). He was quite impressive with the children, firm yet gentle, and seemed to be seriously interested in their wellbeing. Most days, he would come to school from his village (which was 2 bus rides + 2 long walks away), and sometimes he would stay over at night in Poduguputta itself. He was getting Rs. 1000 per month, which seemed quite low, given that his bus ticket cost itself was around Rs. 10+ per day.
We left the school in the evening and spent some time in the woods before returning back to Poolabanda, where we spent the night in the guest house. The village was abuzz at night because the Sankranthi celebrations were on. We left next morning for Araku via Paderu.

Impressions from the visit
· Overall, the impressions were quite positive. Samata appears to have a significant presence in the areas that they work in, and seem to command the trust and respect of the local organizations.
· The school was quite innovative, and if all the other teachers are like the gentleman at the Poduguputta school, the schools are certainly in good hands. We felt that the salary was low, and this might result in the younger teachers tending to leave and go to the city. If we fund the project, we should probably push for a better salary for the teachers.
· From an Asha logistics perspective, one thing to remember that it is practically impossible to do site visits to all 40 schools, unless one spends a week or 10 days in the area. On a 1-2 day visit, probably a maximum of 3-4 schools can be visited. This should be kept in mind when the project is being considered.
· AID-Boston (and/or some other chapter(s)) has already funded Samata before, so we could liaise with them as far as monitoring etc. goes
