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1. Background

Seva Mandir is a non-governmental organization working for the development of rural and tribal population of Udaiour and Rajasamand districts of southern Rajasthan. The work of the organization spans over 626 villages, and around 70,000 households, distributed across five blocks – Badgaon, Kotra, Girva, Kherwara, and Jhadol. Seva Mandir has an extensive education program that strives to bring quality education to the rural populace, and bridge the widening socio-economic divide. Asha for Education (Silicon Valley) has been working with Seva Mandir education unit since 2007, supporting the education program in Badgaon block. As of the last fiscal (read 2009-2010), Seva Mandir education program has following components:

· Shiksha Kendra

· Seasonal Residential Learning Camps

· Activity Centers in Government Schools

· Action Research Project (including Camera Monitoring Program)

· Jan Shikshan Niliyams/Village Libraries

· Youth Resource Centers

AfE-SV supports Shiksha Kendras, Seasonal Learning Camps and Activity Centers in Badgaon block. Activity Centers program was evolved out of my discussions with Seva Mandir and our desire to expand our reach into government schools, and was formally started as a component lest year.
2. Introduction

I was in Udaipur on vacation between March/April ’10. Teesta and I met with Priyanka Singh (Programs Coordinator) on my arrival to Udaipur, and had subsequent email exchange with Angela Jacob (Education Program coordinator) and Priyanka to schedule a field visit, and a formal discussion/meeting with Seva Mandir management team. After some discussion and debate, we settled on visiting Lousing Dhana NFE Center, and Eeswal government school activity center.   

Angela Jacob, along with Chandrakala Gahlot (block education coordinator) and Seva Mandir veteran, and Ridhi (Learning camps coordinator) brought along a ride for the field trip; and we started from Udaipur on Friday Apr 2nd ’10, at 7:00 AM.  On our way to Lousing Dhana NFE center, Chandrakala ji handed me a Seva Mandir annual report along with copies of monthly newsletters and copies of learning materials from NFE centers. Our schedule for the day was to meet the instructors and children at Lousing Dhana NFE center, followed by a visit to Eeswal Government School Activity Center, and a formal evening meeting with Seva Mandir management team, where Priyanka Singh and Neelima Khaitan (Director) would join us for an overall assessment of the program and a general discussion. 

3. Travelling to Lousing Dhana Shikha Kendra/NFE Center (Badgaon) 

Lousing Dhana village is located at a distance of 32 km from Udaipur city in Badgaon block of Seva Mandir’s work area. The village has a population of 44 households belonging to the Rawat and Rajput caste. The village has only one hamlet and the people of these hamlets are mainly dependent on agriculture (with small landholdings), and daily wage labour. 

Seva Mandir initiated work in the area in 2001 with work on construction of cattle houses and toilets, and plantation. The traditional birth attendant in the village, was trained by Seva Mandir (health, and women units). The education center was opened in 2004 for children who were out of schools and between the age group of 6-14 years. This process of work also led to the village community coming together and deliberating on issues of concern to them, and took formal shape of a Gram Samuh (comprehensive program).

The village does not have a government school in its proximity, and children have to walk about 2 km to attend school. In the rains or peak summers, the conditions get worst, and children are unable to attend the school regularly. The proposal to setup a Shiksha Kendra was brought to Seva Mandir by the village community. Lousing Dhana SK has 22 children enrolled and attending, including 11 girls and 11 boys, at the time of writing this report. The SK is run by a local teacher Premlata who has studied till class 8th and has been working with Seva Mandir since 2006.  Premlata ji has attended two comprehensive teacher training programs, besides regular workshops, and more recently, English training workshops. Lousing Dhana also saw introduction of English teaching form April 2009 (one of the components of the AfE support for 2009-2010).

At the time of reaching the center, there were 24 children in attendance (two of the enrolled children brought their younger siblings to the center) and a reading class was in session. I sat with the children and observed the Hindi and English reading sessions. The class was divided into groups, based on the learning level of the children, with each group using different learning techniques. While group-A (advanced group) was using the textbooks for reading exercise, group-B was using the workbooks wish short sentence and sentence building exercises. This SK had no children in group-C, and it was very encouraging to observe that all children were able to read and recite in English. In a short time of a year, the children have faired remarkably well. As the children went on with the reading exercise session, we decided to have a brief meeting outside the school with Premlata ji. Our discussion, and my general observations and facts about SK are summarized below:

· Shiksha Kendra seems well managed, and has fairly good inventory of learning aid and material. The school premise is well managed, with drinking water and a toilet on the premise.

· The children and the instructor are very happy with the learning material availability, and children in particular feel encouraged to attend the school

· The school has a very regular attendance by the 22 enrolled children, that I was able to corroborate by inspecting the attendance register

· The SK while ensuring the primary education, s also helping strengthen the retention in government schools. In 2008-2009, 3 children went from SK to the Government schools and are still continuing with their studies. Out of these 3 children, 2 girls took admission in class V and 1 boy in class VI. 

· It has been observed that 87% of children, 364 out of 416, that have been enrolled into SK are continuing their education in Government schools (2007 study report)

· As of April 2009, center has become a part of Camera Monitoring Program that has encouraged teachers to open and attend centers regularly. As a result the center now runs on an average of 25 days per month.

· The base salary of teachers in SK is Rs. 2000/month. For a camera center, if the center opens for 22 valid days, the instructor earns Rs. 2000. And for each additional day the center is open, the teacher earns Rs. 150 bonus. Premlata Ji has earned Rs. 2450/month for the past 9 month.

· Premlata ji was very receptive to the idea of using computers as a learning aid, and Chandrakala ji also gave examples of how some centers were able to boost attendance and learning quality using computers. It would be very beneficial to get a a few computers through computer donation programs.

· There is some overhead that SK instructor has to bear in terms of reports that are required to be submitted to the block education coordinator every month. 

· The Badgaon block education coordinator visits each Shiksha Kendra at-least once every month and collects attendance register, feedback forms (every visitor to SK including parents or community folks fill out a form that includes number of children in attendance and general observations), and progress reports. 

· Premlata ji seems very happy with the level of training that she has been provided with, and gave special mention to the English language training. The certification that Seva Mandir provides to their teachers at the time of completion of the training program acts as a powerful incentive.

· A computer, if available at the school premise, would help in reducing some overhead involved with bookkeeping and would help the instructors.

· The school has good set of books, workbooks and stationary, but, is low on supply of learning aids like basic science kits and flash cards. Flash Cards and picture books are a part of regular supply to the centers; however, supplies have been a little lacking.  

· Introduction of newer learning techniques, and syllabus/books that prepare children to meet government school requirements is important, but, at the same time emphasis on science, particularly of the environment that children live in is equally important. My advise was to equally emphasize on environment, the agrarian practices, sanitization etc. to which Premlata ji was very receptive, and I was told that it is very much a part of the learning at the SK.

4. Selu Acticity Center - Government Upper Primary School (Eeswal) 

We arrived at Chaali-Barwalia NFE center at around 9:00 AM. Selu Government upper primary school in Eeswal panchayat is a site for one of the five Activity Centers or Sahayod Kendra started with exclusive funding by AfE-SV. I met with the Education Unit zonal workers outside the school, and got a brief update on the current state of the activity centers program. Eeswal was the second of the Activity Centers to open, after Kdechawaas middle school activity center (that I visited last year). 

Eeswal school has about over 125 children enrolled and has two Seva Mandir instructors. Over 50 children for tuition classes attend the Activity Center regularly, with most of the school children attending activity classes. The school has an hour-long ‘activity’ class as a part of its daily timetable, and the activity center is now very much a part of the regular school curriculum [sic]. There were children from class VI attending the activity center at the time of our visit, and the instructors were conducting the math learning games, and reading classes, in separate groups. The children greeted us with an almost euphoric ‘good morning,’ and I was almost inspired by the smiling faces in the classroom (who said children were not happy in attending schools, that too a Government School, here I was standing and witnessing one). 

I was very impressed with some of the interactive learning tools that were being employed to teach children math, fractions and division to be precise. A group of children, led by instructor Devilal, had a few sets of colored cardboard cut in shape of a pie (with 10 slices), and a dice. One of the children would roll a dice, and then all the children would assemble the pie by arranging the colored slices, and would race in two teams to assemble the pie first. I was impressed by the fact that most children were very well aware of fractions and were conversant in divisions and fractions. These are the same children that were fairing very poorly a year back in Math classes. We decided to step away from the classes, and instead congregate in the hallway outside the school for a informal discussion on the project. The instructors took turns to join the discussion for 15-20 min. sessions. The summary of discussions, and observations from the Sahayog Kendra are listed below:

· The activity class is now a part of the timetable, and all classes attend at least an hour at the activity center. And the classes are always full for activity center. Over 50 children regularly attend tuition classes
· The two Activity Center teachers are also asked to take regular classes at the school, in Math, social sciences, and science, besides the activity center. 

· The Activity Centers are well socked with books, learning material, and also sporting goods (footballs and board games).

· The instructors were happy with the Seva Mandir training and emphasized on regular training. Certification from Seva Mandir (ran in conjunction with Vidya Bhavan) is very much valued.

· One of the instructors brought to attention, some deficiencies in the teaching aid - (a) hindi-english dictionary, (b) science workbooks and experiment kits, and (c) more flash card based learning kits.

· Chandrakala ji and Angela agreed to improve the number of workbooks and flash card based learning kits, and also supply dictionaries to Activity Centers.

· Head Master of the school is very supportive, but, also demands the instructors to take regular classes. Continuous Intervention by Seva Mandir zonal and block coordinators is very important

· Activity Center is catalyzing a larger change in the school and thereby changing perception of the school amongst the children and community in general. Attendance in school has significantly improved since the Sahayod Kendra started, and the results are very encouraging as well (see Annual report for more details)

· Seva Mandir has organized a lot of events year round – A Solar Eclipse Watching Event, and Children Day Celebration that most children fondly remember
