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Asha-UF's involvement Background 

================================= 

 

Asha-UF's support for Payir is primarily for the "Gurukul" school on the Payir premises, as well as 

Payir teachers'  government school intervention programs at the local schools. However, following 

Payir's own philosophy, which views all of their operations in an integrated and holistic fashion, Asha-

UF has maintained an interest in all of Payir's operation. The operations include education and 

children's general nutrition and well-being;  community health outreach and education; practice and 

dissemination of environmental stewardship practices including experimenting with organic farming; as 

well as  a "for-profit" arm that provides entrepreneurship and skills training via the running of a BPO, 

and production of health-food and artsy cloth accessories). 

 

Other well-wishers' contribution and participation in the site visit 

====================================================================== 

 

This is a yearly activity for me, so we followed the usual routine. The car was provided by my parents, 

who live in Srirangam. I took with me enough vegetables and fruit for about 50 people for 2 meals and 

packets of biscuits for 50 kids. These were also provided by my parents, who are 80 yrs old, known to 

many of the beneficiaries of Payir, have donated substantially to Payir's nutritional supplementation 

program and classroom material/uniforms, and who continue their well-known and well-appreciated 

service as doctors in Srirangam and TV koil. Mr. Kumar, another Payir well-wisher, who runs a 

plumbing and hydrology business in Srirangam and Tiruchirapalli, drove my 13 and 10 yr old children 

and me from Srirangam to Thenur where Payir is situated. 

 

Accompanying Sanketh were several well-wishers from Bengaluru: Sanketh's cousin, a colleague from 

GE and Asha Bengaluru, as well as Mrs. Ram (one of the trustees of Payir, and distributor's of Payir's 

goods in Bengaluru). 
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Major changes since last year (vis-a-vis education) 

=============================================== 

 

Positives: 

----------- 

 

The Gurukul school has  become "English Medium." This has suddenly elevated its status from outlier-

progressive school that parents were doubtful about sending their kids to,  into the destination for the 

aspiring bourgeois mainstream. As a result, they now collect modest fees, the enrollment has almost 

tripled and it now has two levels that are handled separately  and expects to expand to the higher 

elementary and middle grades as well as receive formal certification (application in process). Being 

English medium makes it ineligible to receive government aid (in fact government aided schools are no 

longer being created, the status is reserved only for those schools that were grandfathered in). 

 

Payir has managed to obtain  local donor support for materials, uniforms etc. to support this expansion. 

The school continues to use "activities based learning" (i.e., a montessori style). This was in full force a 

few years ago in all government schools, pushed by the Sarva Shiksha Abhyan, and praised by 

international agencies as one of the most progressive in the world, but has now unfortunately dwindled, 

since the government does not provide the materials and the teachers are not resourceful enough to 

make their own materials (although they would be extremely inexpensive and well within the means of 

any school). Thankfully, at least the Gurukul school continues to use those methods.  The teachers are 

aware also of the importance of field-trips to local vendors and other organizations and plan to continue 

the practice, as soon as they come to grips with the increased enrollment. 

 

As far as Government School Intervention, Payir now has some formal leadership and authority at the 

block level or possibly even the district level for government school reform. This includes providing 

enrichment training for both teachers and high school students at the local government schools. The 

government school teachers are paid very well. Getting a government teaching job (for newcomers) is 

supposedly a tough process, requiring them to pass a stiff "test of teacher eligibility." 

 

Areas of Concern: 

--------------- 

 

Already in-service teachers in the govt school system have much laxer rules than newcomer recruits, 

and they are unionized and influence local politics strongly. The hearsay is  that job recruitment and 

postings seem to run on contacts and bribes rather than any form of merit. 
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In this situation, exactly how does Payir maintain effectiveness during its  intervention with local school 

teachers? 

 

There is also the issue of financial status. The Payir teachers (and intervention staff) are *very* poorly 

paid by any standards. This is extremely bad for morale. This was a clear and resounding complaint, 

and the first time that they have unabashedly confided this to me. It is no wonder that Payir experiences 

a high teacher turnover, barring two faithful local teachers whose feeling of "being part of the Payir 

family" overcomes their need for monetary security. Both Payir and Asha-UF need to urgently look into 

this situation. 

 

Also, it would be good to obtain clear statistics on how the students are faring in their  10th grade 

exams, and what they do thereafter. I believe (although I could be wrong) that one of the local high 

schools will now acquire 11th and 12th grades as well. In this case, it should be easy to track what the 

students do after they finish 10th grade. 

 

Out of 6-7 high school students from Thenur who acheived good grades 3 years ago in their 10th grade 

state exams, only 2 (male) appear to have continued in their vocational training in the textile business in 

the Erode/Coimbatore area.  All the girls seem to have dropped out of higher education and have gotten 

married, which I found to be a shame. 

 

The "distance-learning" classes seem to have stopped due to patchy internet connection. This clearly 

affects the BPO business as well. It is not clear what Payir plans to do about this problem. 

 

The local school students who use to come to Payir campus for evening activities no longer do so. It is 

not entirely clear why this petered out, but the trend has been clear over the past two years - there has 

been speculation that it was because the snacks were stopped. If that is the case, it is easy to mend, 

provided junk snacks are avoided. The older children seem to have enrichment tutoring at their local 

schools. However, physical, artistic, cultural  activities and games are an important aspect of a well-

rounded childhood, not to mention exposure to the progressive activities at Payir itself -- all of which 

the Gurukul children are exposed to. I hope Payir is able to institute such activities if possible closer to 

where the village children live. 

 

The day's other event 1: Staff retreat 

==================================== 

 

Positives: 
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----------- 

 

Senthil and Preethi the couple who "run" Payir (they do work on participatory governance and a sense 

of ownership by the entire community) had arranged a retreat for the Payir staff on the same day that 

we visited. They have a new person who has some experience with nonprofit management and aims to 

train the staff to become more efficient, and improve the work ethic (sincere work habits, dependability 

and continually seeking improvement in personal skills and organizational operations). 

 

There are 6-7 staff in each of the "divisions" (1) education (2) health (3) general operational staff 

(accounts, maintanence, construction, technicians, cook etc) (4) BPO (5) health foods and cloth crafts. 

Which adds up to a good 30 something workforce. All that is very positive. Payir is a force to behold in 

those parts. And the workshop is a great idea for building focus, professionalism, work ethic and 

solidarity. 

 

Areas of concern: 

------------------ 

 

This workshop was clearly well meant. But despite the B'fast, lunch and tea breaks (Cook did all of 

them justice) it was inordinately long, conceptually meandering and boring. The program hadn't been 

well-thought out and drafted. So a lot of repetition and wasted, unfocused time. 80% of the staff were 

tired and resentful at the end of it, although clearly they 

wouldn't admit it. 

 

I would advise never to do this more than once a year. During that workshop, keep to a disciplined and 

highly focused schedule of teambuilding exercises and collaborative discussion with the clear purpose 

of drawing up succinct goals and agreements which you recap and flexibly modify during a much 

shorter 1 hour session once a week. Then, everyday, hold an assembly of 10min, for example first thing 

in the morning. This doesn't have to be too early (the women pointed out that the men do not participate 

in getting the food and kids ready in the morning – maybe Payir should encourage its menfolk to do so). 

But stick to the same time that everyone agrees on - this ensures punctuality and attendance as well, 

to improve solidarity and reinforce goals and agreements. 

 

The day's other event 2: visit to the district collector 

======================================================== 

 

After the staff retreat, Senthil (with Kumar helping with the transportation) took all visitors to the 

district collector - his youth, enthusiasm and idealism were refreshing. He had all the PC-relevant 
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reading from  Sen's newest to Prahlad, Rajan, Duflo etc. at hand and visible, and he was happy to have a 

captive audience :) He ranged widely from topic to topic, from water management, to agricultural 

futures in poultry and onions, to aiding agricultural planning and direct marketing by progressive 

farmers, to teachers and schools. He invited discussion on all topics, and we readily obliged, but he did 

not seem particularly interested in following up on what we said. 

 

In my view the most useful thing that we got out of the discussion is that he promised access to his 

"directory of progressive farmers in the district." This would be an extremely valuable resource for 

furthering Palani's project on a participatory app for land/water management and stewardship, planned 

agriculture and direct marketing.  I am not sure if Palani has followed it up -- I did not see it appear 

in  Palani's proposal to Google that was written about a month later. 

 

All in all, it was an eye-opening and inspiring 8 hours as it always is, year after year. 


