A write-up on Thulir by Anu and Krishna shared during Krishna’s visit to Asha-Bangalore in October, 2007

-Sridhar
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Thulir is a Centre for Learning for tribal children of Sittilingi valley.



Sittlingi Valley is located in the South East corner of Dharmapuri district, about 75 kms each from Dharmapuri, Salem and  Thiruvannamalai. The tribal population, called Malayalees [meaning 'hill people' in Tamil] in the area is about 10,000 and there are 18 predominantly tribal hamlets. 
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We believe,
· that children from disadvantaged sections in the rural areas need an education that would help to them gain self respect and help live with dignity. For this they need to acquire skills relevant to the community and the local economy. 

· that children have a natural curiosity and capacity to learn that needs to be nurtured, giving them space and the right environment. 

· that children need the company of sympathetic adults who can encourage/ motivate them to acquire skills and knowledge. 



Thulir is a place,
·  for children to be in the presence of adults who can motivate children and provide support for learning  

·  for children to access basic learning resources that are not available to them in their homes or schools [art materials, books, lab facility, computers etc.] 

· for children to attend supplementary classes , or to self study/ prepare for exams etc. away from crammed and noisy homes [image: image4.png]



· for children to interact with visiting professionals from various walks of life to get exposure. 

· where young adults would be trained to create similar spaces for children in their own villages 

Why set up Thulir ?
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· With the breakdown of traditional  communities along with "outsourcing" acquiring of knowledge to schools, there is no conducive place for learning in the village  where meaningful interactions with sympathetic adults could take place.Television and alcoholism have taken over their homes.
· There is a crises in school education especially in rural areas due to poor quality -no teachers , bad infrastructure etc. which does not match the  expectations of parents. 

· Students need to get self confidence which is the key to successful learning .  When children drop out of schools, they emerge  psychologically battered with low self esteem. 

What age group of children come to Thulir?
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Students  age varies from 6 years old to 19 years old which is divided into groups based on skill levels and usually we have 3 to 4 groups.
   
School dropouts  -- these are currently our son 10 years old and 8 students preparing for class 10 and one preparing for class 12 exams.They  are all in   Thulir from 9.30 a.m to 5p.m. [image: image7.png]



School going children -- come to Thulir on wednesdays, thursdays and fridays at 4 pm and stay till 6.30 to 7.30 pm  depending upon season and weather. Their number varies from 20 to 35.
Both these groups come on saturdays and sundays during the day so that we could have longer sessions.

We also have some students staying over in Thulir who study during nights / early mornings preparing for class 10 exams.
How many students?
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We have an average attendance of about 35 students every day. Attendance varies depending upon agriculture work [weeding season/ harvests need more hands in the family farm]. Since we want  children to attend Thulir because they are self motivated, we do not insist on attendance, and children are free to come on days convenient to them and their parents.  We do talk to children about regularity or organized attendance so that we could plan our sessions classes and children do inform us when they are unable to attend. We do encourage children to sign in so that we have records for our reference.
How many Staff?
Apart from Anu and Krishna, right now we have one graduate who is a trainee. She is likely to leave this month for higher studies.

>From among the students, devaki and Rajamma [both 17] who are preparing for their 10th class exams are on a stipend of Rs 500, to help us with the younger children. Senthil and Perumal [both 19] have finished a 1 year course on Basic technologies that we conducted and are on a teaching assistantship of Rs 1000 per month. They are in charge of our workshop and teach the other children crafts, electronics and computers. Senthil is also studying for his class 12 through NIOS and Perumal is writing his 10th exams. [image: image9.png]




We have Rajkumari who comes part time , cooks the evening snack  for the children and  helps with the campus maintenance.
What happens at Thulir?
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A variety of activities take place 
-- academics
     reading and writing skills in Tamil and English
    basic math, science experiments
--arts and crafts 
        ..painting, embroidery, drawing, paperfolding,clay work
--livelihood skills
    soap making, bee keeping, bamboo crafts, masonry, electrical wiring, plumbing, basic electronics,organic farming 
-- general exposure
    news analysis from around the world; geography, politics and culture
    group discussions to improve thinking and expression of opinions
--music and dance
    folk songs and folk dances
-- tuitions/ preparations for public exams
    for both 10th and 12th
-- sports and games
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What methodologies / educational philosophies do we use?
We believe that ideally children should make the decisions regarding what they are interested in learning and when and at what pace they want to learn. We also feel that it is important that students  have opportunity to  pursue an activity that interests them and which they can do well easily, as this will increase their confidence to take on challenges that they find difficult. Hence we are keen on providing a wide variety of activities apart from academics. 

We have consciously avoided subscribing to any one ideology. Thulir as a place of learning should have possibilities of all kinds of ideas and ways thinking so that students can get to decide for themselves.
What is the current focus of our activity?
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From the beginning we felt we should address the needs of the adolescent children as they are in the transition phase where soon they would have to make life affecting choices. Being in a rural tribal area their access to resources and information is limited and this greatly limits their decision making ability. To make matters worse they belong to a community which itself is in transition from an isolated self sufficient way of life to a consumerist market driven society.

For the past year and a half we have tried to create programmes to specifically address these issues, first through a one year Basic Technology course and currently working with dropouts who clearly want to finish their class 10 exams. From the Basic Technology course we learnt that providing opportunities in crafts and hands on skills not only boosts their self confidence levels but surprisingly boosts their academic skills. 

There is this whole debate on Vocational skill training -- the uninteresting way it is done, the clearly low prestige levels associated with it etc... and we too have agonized over this.  But after conducting this course we realize these divisions of vocational Vs Academic is more a problem we [educators] have in our minds and that in a genuine place of learning both would have its place and the student able to do both to varying degrees depending upon her/is inclinations and interests. Currently we are in the phase of introducing craft skills [like making bamboo toys] to pre-adolescent children too as we believe  this would benefit in their school academic performance too. 
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Where do we go from here?


There are plenty of opportunities for Thulir students locally -- as the village is slowly taking the shape of a service hub, there would be need for skills of various kinds --mechanics, masons plumbers, electricians, photographers,  medical technicians [we have a hospital too]. The local farmers are getting together to make organic farmer groups that would also crate job opportunities --accounting, marketing, processing of food products, mechanics to service various processing machines etc. There is need for health workers/ nurses as well as teachers. 

So, there are plenty of opportunities locally for those youth who do not want to migrate to cities looking for work. Even for those who might decide to go, a more confident and and a positive outlook to learning would help to get better jobs. Even for those who might take interest in academics, we could guide them by giving relevant information that would help them make choices in terms of courses to pursue and where to pursue them as well as to accessing  financial aid.




What are the facilities available at Thulir ?
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The Thulir buildings are very basic built with local materials and are of semi permanant nature . We have a multipurpose hall , a small office cum library cum computer lab that doubles as a place for sleeping in the nights. We have a workshop space and a room for storing tools. We also have a small store, a toilet and bath and a wood stove in a verandah for cooking. We have a small playground.

Electrical power comes from a modest 150 watts of  Solar Panels  with 220 Ah batteries that light our campus and provide a short time for running computers [old laptops to reduce power consumption].This is already inadequate and we need to upgrade this. A diesel powered pump helps pump water from a shallow well. 

Our workshop facility is very basic with a shed and a tool room, equipped with very basic carpentry, electronics, masonry, plumbing and wiring tools. We have been fortunate that we had small on campus jobs related to plumbing, wiring, maintenance of Solar PV systems etc which provided us with real life learning situations. We need to augment these facilities. 


What facilities are we planning to add?
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One of the problems adolescent children especially boys seem to face is, getting into trouble in the village / home due to conflicts with the older generation. Though we do not have a hostel, most senior boys studying in Thulir  as well as their parents have preferred that they stay in the campus --so right now we have 5-6 boys coming after dinner to Thulir to study in the nights and stay over. We feel they have tremendous energy levels and so more opportunities at Thulir campus would help-- for instance we plan to get 2 cows so that we can get manure for the vegetable patches our students keep. These patches are also for experimenting and learning different organic farming techniques [as well as for learning basic science skills like recording data and analysis].

With the experience so far, we feel that alternative energy technologies are a good source for training and improving skills of students. These are also skills that are difficult to access by a lot of NGOs/ individuals in rural areas. Therefore it would be an excellent area to build up a small enterprise which will act as a ground for training / learning and  exposure for students. We realised this during our recent experience of installing a Solar Power based electrical system for a friend's farm house near Tumkur. [for more details see our News update Aug 07 in our blog http://newsfromthulir.blogspot.com/ ]. We are currently working on DC powered low wattage white LED based lighting for Thulir buildings. These light fixtures are being assembled by our students and they would also do its installation.

In the immediate future, we would like to first upgrade our solar PV power system by enhancing its capacity. We plan to add a small wood working lathe, a drilling machine and a sewing machine. We are in the process of acquiring 2 cows and would like to build a bio-gas plant as it would help in our vegetable garden. 

We also need to build and equip a community kitchen with dining space for the use of  guests / resource persons / visiting  students. We also  plan to build a small guest house for visitors.

We hope that slowly we can have a campus that can run to a very large extent on alternative energy technologies and can be a place for demonstration and training. These technologies would range from  buildings to sanitation [we already use dry compost toilets] to Solar and wind power to organic farming and livestock rearing. The idea would be to integrate various technologies and systems to create a sustainable model.


How does Thulir raise resources?

Thulir has started with the 2 of us wanting to interact with children and maximize our interaction with them. So in a sense we started the activity first in an informal basis. We had a 1 acre plot of land that we had bought to build our house and we started Thulir in one part of this land.Our activity started with the help of funds provided by friends in the first year. From second year, we have been receiving crucial fellowship support from Asha Princeton chapter.

Tribal Health Initiative, a trust [with FCRA] that runs a health programme in Sittilingi and which was started by Drs Regi and Lalitha [www.tribalhealth.org], offered institutional support to us and so we could route funds that we raised through T.H.I. This year we are registering Thulir as a separate  trust. So far most of our donors have been foreign based and so now we need to look for Indian sources.

Though we have looked for land to purchase for Thulir, it has been difficult as most of the land in the village is under Tribal ownership that non-tribals cant buy. So for the time being we continue with the small campus that is in our private property.

*******************************************************************************

[image: image16.jpg]


[image: image17.jpg]


[image: image18.jpg]


[image: image19.jpg]


[image: image20.jpg]


[image: image21.jpg]


[image: image22.jpg]


[image: image23.jpg]


[image: image24.jpg]


[image: image25.jpg]


[image: image26.jpg]


