Plan for working with Schools for Mutyalappa, Sarpanch of Musktikovela Panchayat , Anantapur, and Asha Fellow.

 On 31st August, Sanjeev, Vijay and Mutyalappa met with Subbaraju who is in charge of the education activities at Timbaktu Collective to chalk out a plan for Mutyalappa to work with Mushtikovela schools. 

Section 1: Background

Section 2: Plan of Work
Section 3: Some miscellaneous points

Section 1: Background
There are two elementary schools in Mushtikovela Panchayat at Subburayanapalle habitation and G.G.Palle habitation and a Upper Primary School at Mushtikovela village (which holds classes upto 7th standard). Overall there are around 300-400 students in the schools (exact figure and breakup forthcoming). After 7th children have to go to Nyamaddala (8kms away) or CKPalle (13kms away) for continuing their education. Bus services are problematic, both for teachers coming to Mushtikovela to teach as well as higher class students going elsewhere to study as the timings don't co-incide with school timings. This also means that very few girl students go beyond 7th standard and tend to get 'married off' at an early age. The teachers union is strong and teachers will not co-operate easily to make changes. In accordance with SSA guidelines there is a school management committee headed by Mutyalappa as sarpanch, but the following episode shows the actual situation: Recently two teachers simultaneously went on leave for long periods (15 and 20 days) on medical grounds. When Mutyalappa came to know of it, he asked the HeadMaster why he had not informed him of the situation. The HM did not answer properly and next day a couple of union representatives landed up and challenged him, saying that in no other school was the panchayat interfering in the working of the school and he should likewise stay out. 

 The mid-day meal program is not being properly implemented. The meals are supposed to be prepared and served by a Village Organisation group (women's self-help group). According to a recent discussion that Mutyalappa had with some of the children, they are not being served vegetable (raw banana curry) or egg which is supposed to be served once a week. On a previous occasion when the students raised the issue, the SHG people shouted at the children and threatened them, so they have not even been raising the issue since then, and confided in Mutyalappa quite fearfully. 

  The teachers at the Upper Primary School are elementary school teachers and not so competent with the subjects. There is a serious problem with the teaching of Hindi and to a lesser extent English. Hindi teaching is supposed to start at 6th Standard, but there is no Hindi teacher for the school. Hence when the students go to other schools for their 8th standard they have a lot of difficulty coping with the subject. There is a similiar problem with English as the teachers are not so comfortable with English either. 

 On the flipside, the government school teachers are comparitively well-qualified and trained -- more than the private school or convent school teachers. This is because they get paid well and so the best teachers try to get into government schools. They are given multiple trainings a year. However the teachers are not motivated and enthusiastic and this is the aspect that needs to be worked on. Simple changes in teaching methodology that can be implemented need to be slowly introduced into their thinking. 

There is a TV with video player, many educational CDs, a library, play material and learning materials. These are all stored away carefully and not used, as the teachers are not much interested, and in order to avoid the risk of the material getting lost/damaged and the teachers being held responsible. The area around the school is not clean and is being used for storing dung-fuel and other material. 

Timbaktu Collective has a child rights programme to reach out to children other than those in the Collective-run schools. This program works through organising the children into sanghas and creating spaces and activities for the sanghas. The program is operational in Mushtikovela panchayat but there is no connection between that and the local schools. 

Funding: There is an allocation from the government through SSA for money to be spent on required materials for the school. The decision for this is supposed to be taken by the School Management Committe, however what has happened was that the decision was taken at the district level for all the schools in the area and particular purchases (like almirahs) were done for all the schools. So unfortunately the individual school requirement was not met. 

There is also a TLM grant that is give to each teacher. These are often not properly utilized, and the situation in Mushtikovela schools needs to be investigated. 

Infrastructure: Small maintanance and infrastructure problems are there that could be improved with some investment. Toilets were constructed for the Upper Primary school but water facility was not provided. If these toilets were made functional, it would be a big improvement.

Section 2: Plan of Work
The strategy will be to work with the teachers of the schools rather than be confrontational. There are several systemic problems where the root cause cannot be addressed at the level of individual schools. Instead the approach will be to work with the teachers, gain their confidence increase their morale and interest and put in whatever changes are possible based on that. Synergy with the Timbaktu Collective will be utilized to the maximum extent. 

1.) One of the teachers problems had been the incovenience of the bus transport timings to come to the village -- the buses reach either an hour earlier than the school starts or later. There is a similiar problem with the timings at the close of the school. Mutyalappa has already discusssed this with the teachers and agreed to having some of the teachers reach late or leave early. This has set a good beginning and created some goodwill. 

2.) Mutyalappa will work with the teachers to build confidence that they would not be penalized for damage or loss of the TLM and sports materials. A sports committee could be formed among the children to check out the sports material in the evening and take resposibility for it, returning it the next morning. Using the area around the school for playing will gradually do away with the problem of the ground being used for storage of unrelated material. 

2.) Using the Childrens' Resource Center and Children's Camps of Timbaktu Collective: Timbaktu Collective has a well functioning Resource Center in CK Palle village and also organises camps including overnight camps where educational, fun and cultural training activities are conducted. It would be very easy to organise a few camps for students of Musktikovela schools. Camps can easily accomadate 40 children. The camps can make sure to cover the following keeping the particular situation in mind:

-- good cultural training. This typically involves teaching traditional dance and art forms like kolattam and chakkabhajana. This has a value in that when a team of students from a school gets recognition for its cultural performances (or any other activities), it builds the teachers' pride in the school and they start taking more interest in the teaching and school activities. This is Subba's experience. Further, Mushtikovela was at one time famous for its own unique brand of Kolattam, and Mutyalappa is keen on reviving this.  

-- cover syllabus topics and science experiments to keep the parents happy that the camps are practically useful to the children in their education.

-- cover some Hindi and English given the deficiencies in teaching in these areas

Once there is a connection with Timbaktu Collective established in this way, and the teachers are amenable to the work, Subba feels that many more activities are possible, like educating children on environmental issues through the nearby Kalpavalli forest.

3.) Mutyalappa is personally keen on working with the students in the direction of leadership capacity and local knowledge. He would like to work on their communication and public-speaking skills and develop those students who show natural leadership. He wants to explain to them about how the local adminstration works, the Mandal Revenue Officer, the Mandal Education Officer and other mandal level officials and take them to these offices for visits. 

4.) He would like to work on the drop out problem and take as many students as possible to atleast 10th standard level. If more girls studied to 10th, this would indirectly also positively impact the child marriage problem. To deal with the transport problem, he wants to conduct a rally with the students to the relevant Divisional Manager of the Road Transport Corporation to pressure them to make the bus timings more convenient. 

6.) Whitewashing of the school and maintanance of the facilities better will improve the morale of both the students and the teachers. 

7.) He will get invovled with the mid-day meal so that the rules are adhered to and the proper menu is served. He plans to create a food committee so that the children also get a role in this. Similiarly a sanitation committee to raise awareness of the importance of sanitation can be formed.  

8.) Subba suggested that a separate public library be created outside the purview of the school. This can be well-stocked with books, and importantly serve as a space for children to study. Simple rules would be maintained in this place like keeping silence. This could be built upon to have a volunteer help the students with their studies, have this available as a community meeting center etc. It should be well-lighted with some backup power, due to the frequent power cuts. 

9.) There can be a sports festival for all the three schools combined. 

10.) Convergence with the child rights program of Timbaktu Collective: 

Section 3: Other Points

Some more background points from our discussion:

Subba asked if there are any educated youth in the village who could help out in working with the children and the schools but there are none. This is emblematic of the very high migration level in the area. 

Subba's experience is that children from even remote villages and habitations do very well in school given the right foundation. Also parents resistance and lack of interest in education changes dramatically if their children learn well and the parents can see the evidence of the learning. Then they become very supportive. 

Subba had a lot to say regarding a conducive environment for childrens’ studies. The new houses being constructed under the Indiramma scheme on a massive scale are very small. As he puts it, they are small boxes inside which there is another box – the ‘idiot box’ ie. TV. The TV is kept on all the time and all members of the household are hooked to the TV serials. There is thus no conducive atmosphere at all at home for studying. Further there is the problem of power cuts. So he sees a strong necessity for a physical space in the village where children can come to study. The minimum need would be a cleanliness and orderliness, backup light source through battery or solar, and an adult supervisor to maintain the rules and decorum. Such a space would help a lot, it would inculcate a study habit and bring the students together. Once the space is functional it could be further developed  in various ways – having a small library, using it as a community meeting space, adding a basic computer and so on. 
