Swami Vivekananda Youth Movement - Site visit report

Swami Vivekananda Youth Movement is an organization dedicated for integrated development of tribal communities.  More information on SVYM can be found at 

www.svym.net.  Asha for Education’s efforts are captured in the project page http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=291.  
I visited SVYM between November 26th and 28th – more to learn from what SVYM is doing than doing the site visit as per Asha’s guidelines.  Hence this report should be considered as an update visit.  In order to assess the full scope of the projects taken up by SVYM one needs to stay a lot longer at the project.  I did not have the opportunity to do that at this time.

I traveled to Sargur via bus from Bangalore.  Little did I realize at that time the significance of 26/11 and the events that unfolded that day in Mumbai.
I spent the night at the guest house in Sargur in the hospital.  Next morning (November 27th) I visited the Viveka School of Excellence (Sargur School).  This school provides education for children of staff working at SVYM and for the local community.  November 27th was declared a national holiday to mourn the passing of former Prime Minister V.P. Singh, so I didn’t see the school in operation that day.
After breakfast, Ms. Malathi and I headed to visit Vivekananda Teacher Training and Research Center (VTTRC).  I spent half a day there interacting with the D. Ed students.  Ms. Malathi helped me with the translations from English and Kannada.   

VTTRC youth were very enthusiastic and explained the curriculum they follow for their D.Ed program.  This program was started in 2006 and the first batch of students has graduated.  About 50 students are recruited each year, with 50% of the seats (25) reserved for candidates who enter through Common Entrance Test (CET).  The others are chosen by SVYM.  Asha is providing partial support for this project through stipends for a few students.  

My interactions with D.Ed. students were mostly centered on how they learn how to teach.  It took some time for the students to open up and ask me questions.  I spoke to them about my background, what I did in the US, why I returned back to India.  They were curious to learn about my experiences in the US, cultural differences between Indians and Americans etc.  I encouraged the students, particularly those getting trained to be English teachers, to speak to me in English.  One of the students asked me about the crimes committed against Indians in America (there was some press coverage about that in India).  One of the students asked about the importance of computer education.  I had to clarify whether she meant use of computers in education or computer training.  I shared my thoughts on how computers are tools for providing education when used by teachers appropriately, how student-teacher interaction cannot be replaced etc.   
I wanted to explore how they learn concepts of Science and how they address myths.  I took the example of eclipses to see what their thoughts were on how they occur.  A few of the students came forward to explain solar and lunar eclipses (there was some confusion for some students as to whether solar eclipse comes on a full-moon day or new moon day).  When I asked as to why eclipses do not happen every month, they were not able to explain, or at least articulate it to me.  Also, they were not familiar with the concept of Rahu/ Kethu (snakes biting sun/ moon away), so perhaps they did not have the myths to counter anyway.

We discussed about learning theories (Piaget, Pavlov) etc.  Their eyes lit up and they were talking in chorus about what they learnt in their courses about these. From my limited interaction with the D. Ed. Students, I felt that they do not have adequate opportunities to get trained on curriculum development, course material preparation etc.  They spend very short time (I think a few days) in class to do actual teaching before qualifying to be teachers.  I feel that additional interactions from visitors to SVYM would help the students gain confidence in spoken English, particularly those training to be English teachers.  Later that day, I visited the library located at the VTCL.  They have lot of resources that D.Ed. students could benefit from better, more frequent use.  

I had a brief discussion with the teachers who teach at VTTRC.  My observation was that usual issues of high turn-over are prevalent with these teacher-trainers as well.  Most of them are very new (English – 5 months, Math – 2 months, Science – less than a year).  Many of them mentioned that salary and security of long-term employment as main issues for seeking teaching jobs at Government schools.  

I spent the rest of the afternoon at Viveka Tribal Centre for Learning (VTCL).  The campus is beautiful with classrooms constructed in open, airy rooms.  Children were seated in small groups in circles and were engaged in their activities (math, reading etc.).  Some classes were held outside under a tree in the playground.  Most children were smartly dressed in uniforms and were happy with their school work.  
In one of the middle school classrooms I asked the following math riddle:  “A snail climbs up a wall 3 feet during the day, and falls back down 2 feet in the night.  How many days will it take for the snail to climb the wall that is 20 feet tall?”  Some students tried guessing the answers.  I left the room asking them to come and meet me later if they have the right answer.  

In the evening, I visited the library, science laboratories and the computer lab.  Library is well stocked with many good books and learning material.  As mentioned earlier, library is not being used much by the D.Ed. students (at least I was told so). This is something that can be easily implemented, I think.  While I was in the library, a small boy came up to me and shared his answer for the math riddle.  He had the “aha” experience which was great to see… Biology lab had many local spiders and snake specimen collected by students.  Some preservation work may need to be done with fresh formalin solutions etc.  Malathi was looking into getting this done.  In general, lab was sparse but functional.  I would have liked to interact with the high school students to learn more about how they learn chemistry and science in general, but did not have the chance to do it this time as they were on excursion during my visit.  

Computer lab funded Azim Premji foundation has about 22 computers.  Most children seem to be enjoying learning computers.  Microsoft Windows and Excel were being taught. They have many educational CDs in the library.  They are working on getting a wi-fi connection (may be operational now).  
I visited the girls and boys hostel in the evening.  I did not feel like intruding into girls’ hostel, so generally stayed in the corridors.  They served evening snack to children at that time.  A few of the girls were curious to know more about my family and I spoke to them in Tamil (and they in Kannada).  We had a good conversation going.

I visited the boys’ hostel (two buildings) later in the evening.  It is a large hall with stacked bunk beds lined along the wall.  In general, it is a sparse room with not much decoration.  Some children were huddled together doing their homework.  Lighting could be better in these hostels.  Newer coat of paint for the walls may also help a bit.  I strongly feel that the hostel facilities need upgrading, particularly lighting to make them more inviting for the children.
On 28th Morning, I returned to Sargur.  I discussed about my visit with Dr. Balu.  He mentioned about the mobile science laboratory initiative that was being considered by Asha.  He mentioned the need for disbursing the full amount in these cases (instead of installments) as there is a need to get the van to start retrofitting for science experiments which requires higher sums initially.  He mentioned that he received an e-mail from Melli that the first installment had been sent already.  As a suggestion to Asha in general, he requested that all electronic transfers be supported with a letter explaining what the funds are for.  Without that, they have issues of tracking the funds and become difficult during audit time.  I discussed with him about the challenges we face as a voluntary organization and promised him to convey the message to Asha volunteers/ treasurers.  We discussed about the possibilities of collaboration with organizations like Vasundhara (Asha Princeton project) that have implemented the Science-on-wheels concept very well. Dr. Balu was interested to learn about Arvind Gupta and the resources available from his website (arvindguptatoys.com).
After my discussion with Dr. Balu, I went to a nearby village where SVYM was responsible to initiate the SDMC to monitor the functioning of the school.  I had a brief discussion with the SDMC president.  He has been active in the school for more than 20 years.  Artwork by children was nicely hung in the classroom on a cord.   The room meant for Balwadi was being used as storage for sand and for storing provisions.  I am not fully familiar what their constraints are.  
I left Sargur to visit the Vidyakiran project in Mysore.  Vidyakiran initiative is support by Asha SV.  This project provides tuition support for youth aspiring to continue higher education.  Additional career counseling support is also provided.  Being a Saturday, there were about 12 to 13 students.  I had a chat with them about their dreams, career aspirations, what subjects they like etc.  Most of them said they would like to be teachers. All but one did not like Biology.  One of the boys was quiet most of the time, but got excited when I discussed about his dreams – he wanted to become a soldier to protect the country.  The whole group got lively with discussions on futility of war, need for peace etc.  I didn’t want to take up too much of my time, particularly as the Biology teacher was waiting for them.  Asha SV volunteers (and others) may consider more direct involvement with these children through phone calls/ audio web conferences etc.

I bid adieu to Mamta and VidyaKiran children and headed to Chamrajnagar to be with Mr. Jayadev and spent a wonderful evening with the children of Deenabandhu.  
In general, I felt that I had a good overview of the scope of activities being done by SVYM, particularly those supported by Asha for Education.  Asha chapters may consider some of the points I have brought up in this report as action items to follow up on.  Some chapter-specific guidelines such as not funding infrastructure may need to be reviewed for providing better support for SVYM.  

-Sridhar Desikan

Bangalore, November 2008.

