Report to the Lilly Foundation's International Service Learning

Program Matt Richey and Anne Walter September 2005

Project Summary:
We took six students to Chennai South India during August, 2005 to work with the InterChurch Service Association (ICSA). The opportunity to work with ICSA was a result of the College's long relationship with ICSA via the Biology in South India off-campus program. The students worked in teams on three different projects. Matt Richey supervised project which modernized the curriculum for ICSA's computer training program for disabled students. Anne Walter supervised the other two projects, both in support of ICSA's Essential Drug Program through the Comprehensive Medical Services India (CMSI) program: All of us contributed to the English language lessons for the ICSA computer students The projects offered many opportunities to explore aspects of vocation and service (e.g., application of skills in n new culture, developing country, poverty and disability, NGD, western and Indian Christian Church in Hindu country). ICSA's goals are firmly grounded in concept of self-help and ambition to provide its clients first class services at a cost accessible to the very poor.
In preparation, we exposed the students to practical information about India and international travel, gave them some introduction to culture, and included the concept of vocation through a variety of readings, and discussions. They have completed reflective written responses (included) and will present their experience in a public forum (BioCiub has invited them to give a peer-to​peer talk). Using additional financial support provided by the St. Olaf International and Off-campus Studies office, we also visited five of the Biology in South India sites and met with Dr. Sukumar of the India Institute of Science to discuss the development a new St. Dlaf Ecological Modeling interim course to inaugurate January 2007.

Student recruitment and selection: Students were informed of the program by poster (Appendix A) and by word-of-mouth (especially important for those needing specialized computer skills). Seventeen students applied, all with excellent reasons and qualifications to be selected. We chose 6 students, the number being determined by our budget, based on their skills, essays and recommendations. They were :
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junior chemistry major

Kate Birkenkamp
CMSI)
senior biology and English



major

Jeremy Gustafson
(computer)
sophomore computer science



major

Elizabeth Jensen
(computer)
junior computer science and



psychology major

Jenny Kohler
(CMSI)
junior chemistry major

Adrian Vaagenes
(CMSI)
junior biology and history
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Preparation to travel:

The group participated in the International Studies and Off-Campus (IOS) orientation activities, attending the keynote address, a session on India with Biology in South India students and the sessions on health, safety and being an American abroad. We met a11 together once to discuss logistics and purpose of our travel. AW and MR also met individually with students to discuss projects and travel preparation. We made a group alias (indialilly@stolaf.edu) to facilitate communication. Two books were distributed as preparatory reading on vocation.
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Vocation: Discerning Our Callings in Life by Doug Schuurman

The Greenbelt Movement:
Sharing the Approach and The Experience by Wangari Maathai

We are extremely grateful to the staff of the IOS office. They helped us obtain visas, international IDs and especially tickets through Malaysian Air. These services made it much easier for us to focus on program. Moreover, without help getting the airline tickets at a reduced price, it may not have been possible for us to travel together or for as many of us to go. International and Off Campus Studies also provided us with copies of the India "blue guide" which was very helpful for preparing students and their families.

Travel and On-Site Activities:

We traveled from Minneapolis on 3 Aug to Chennai via Los Angeles, Hong Kong (a long diversion from Taipei due to a typhoon) and Kuala Lumpur. We were met in Chennai and taken directly to ICSA where we were given water and rooms (triples for the male and female students and individual rooms for AW and MR). The kitchen staff at ICSA (Grace Catering), under the supervision of Clara, provided a welcoming breakfast on our first Saturday morning. This set the stage for wonderful meals throughout our stay. We took time on Saturday and Sunday to orient ourselves to India including trips to change money and to the post office. Our first adventure was a trip to the beach/promenade via auto rickshaw. This gave the students an opportunity to learn a little biology, see a fishing community and see some of the prominent buildings of Chennai. Most importantly, it introduced them to the culture of India, especially as we traveled home via the fishing village/slum. On Sunday we attended church at the San Thom Cathedral and later went to Spencer's Plaza for shopping. Student's were especially interested in purchasing appropriate clothing (salwars for the women, cotton shirts for the men). Later in the evening, we used the area outside of our rooms as a gathering space for reading the newspapers and discussions about the day.

On Monday, we were graciously welcomed by the director of ICSA, Dr. Moses Manohar, and hisstaff. (See the picture in the Northfield News and local paper in Chennai, Appendix B). This was an opportunity for all of us to transition from visitors to workers: After the ceremony, we split into smaller groups in order to focus on the specific projects (see descriptions below).
Two weeks later, at the end of our stay, we held a last English lesson and party for the ICSA computer students. Dr. Manohar hosted a very moving "thank you" ceremony for us on our last afternoon (see program, Appendix B). We sincerely hope that our contributions were indeed worthy of the kind words and attention given to us.

In addition to the projects, we included some cultural and exploratory activities.

a) We soon established a morning routine of newspapers, discussing the news and, for some, coffee at the small shop next door to ICSA.

b) Bilal, Jenny, Kate, Adrian and Anne visited the ancient shore temple site of Mahabalpuram on their way back from Auroville. We used our lesson about "buying perfume" and visited a stonecarver's home and bought stone elephant souvenirs.

c) The students went to movies and consequently came to know the current cultural rage in India.
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d) We attended church at St. Andrew's (the Kirk) on the day they were celebrating a program for children with developmental challenges and thus participated in the special events surrounding this program.

e) We attempted to attend the festivities for Indian Independence Day and walked through the Georgetown district of Chennai, a busy local neighborhood with a more village-like character than our relatively upscale Egmore neighborhood.

f) Elizabeth and Jeremy went to Bangalore with MR and AW giving them a chance to see villages, rice paddies, engineering colleges, the IIS, and the very western MG road area of Bangalore.

g) Bilal, Jenny, Kate and Adrian went to Vellore with AW giving them a chance to see villages, rice paddies, a very modern hospital, a rural hospital and a research center for leprosy.

h) We were guests at a Christian wedding and reception complete with a banana-leaf dinner (Dr. William's daughter, CCOORR-Thank you Kathy Tuma and IOS for providing the present).

i) We visited the large flower and fruit and vegetable markets in Chennai. j) Clara gave us cooking lessons and the students prepared chappati, puri and tomato eggs for our last Indian meal.

The computer course development:

For many years, ICSA (through it Jivana Jyoti subsidiary) has run courses in computer skills and basic electronics for (primarily) physically disabled, post-high school students. These courses serve as a "door openers" into India's highly competitive information technology (IT) market. In 2004, Dr. Manohar asked if St. Olaf would be interested in and capable of helping to modernize the computer course. For many reasons, the curriculum of this course was substantially out of date, mostly reflecting the state-of-the-art of 1990. MR made an exploratory trip to ICSA during the summer of 2004 and determined that a collaboration with ICSA focusing on this course was possible. At that time, he determined that it was best to focus on material related to the internet. It was also agreed that it was important to involve St. Olaf students. This made the project a natural fit for the Lilly International Service Learning Program:

MR selected two St. Olaf computer science students, Jeremy Gustafson and Elizabeth Jensen, to participate in the project: These students were carefully selected for their skill sets and attitudes: Both had extensive experience in information technology, especially with databases and internet skills. Importantly, both had experience implementing real computer systems and software. Both did an outstanding job during the project and at least one of them, Gustafson, will continue with the development of curriculum after returning to St. Olaf.

Given that IT is a notoriously fast-moving field, the curriculum development itself took some creativity. We wanted to create materials that could be rapidly upgraded at a small cost (both money and time). We settled on developing on-line materials that incorporate existing materials from the Internet. As we already knew, there were literally hundreds of on-line tutorials for the topics we were interested in. Hence, we were able to focus on the organization of the content, not the creation of the content. This made it feasible to build an entire course in just two weeks: To manage the curriculum, we used St. Olaf's Moodle software (a course management tool). Using Moodle, we were able to easily construct a syllabus with links to existing tutorials and lessons. Topics covered included:

v Web development: basic HTML and Javascript
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• Database skills: Microsoft Access and Excel

Web programming: Java programming language

The course included (or, will include) overviews of each of these topics, instructions on how to use the existing on-line materials, short quizzes and reviews, and a final exam at the end of the course. The materials should take about three months for the ICSA students to cover. Upon successful completion of the final exam, they will receive a certificate of accomplishment, signed by me and the computer science program director.

The two weeks were filled with fairly intense computer work. Fortunately, ICSA had recently upgraded its internet connection to broadband, allowing us to search the web for appropriate materials. The use of the St. Olaf Moodle server was essential. Without its functionality, we would have been forced to create our own web pages, significantly slowing the development: We met daily with the ICSA staff and instructors to go over the project, making sure that our ideas would be acceptable to them. For the most part, we worked as consultants, trying to determine their needs and finding solutions to the problem we encountered. By the end of the project, we had a functioning Moodle-based course available for ICSA's inspection. Some work remains to be done, but overall it was an extremely productive time. Tremendous credit must go to the students for their dedicated, focused work.

The Comprehensive Medical Services India (CMSI) Projects:

AW guided Bilal, Adrian, Jenny in Kate in several projects for the CMSI Essential Drug Program. CMSI is a small, not-for-profit generic drug factory that prepares about 65 commonly used and important medicines that are sold to groups serving poor and underserved populations. The drugs have many purposes. Some help improve women's health (vitamins, calcium, iron), others are for infections (antibiotics) and inflammations (steroids). CMSI is just bringing out antiretroviral drugs for treating HIV/AIDS.

Because of changes in international trade agreements and the market for medicines, we were asked to focus on four main questions:

a) How could 4 acres of land adjacent to their factory be developed to make a medicinal plant garden or small production farm?

b) What was the best layout for a microbiology lab needed for microbial monitoring and antibiotic testing?

c) Could we prepare a map of information flow and relationships preparatory needed to create a database?

d) Could the international health and safety rules be distilled into easily applicable guidelines for CMSI?

We visited CMSI twice to tour the factory. While there investigated the 4 acres and interviewed individuals responsible for various aspects of the operation. The manager, Dr. Prem Kumar, was extremely helpful and a wonderful host (providing us morning and afternoon tea in his air conditioned office). Mr. Samuel of the ICSA staff (also the new coordinator for the Biology in South India program) accompanied us to CMSI and facilitated our travel and information gathering.

We visited an expert on medicinal plants, Dr. Loganathan, at Pitehandikulam Forest BioResource Center in Auroville (auroville.info.pbrc/bioresource). This connection was made through Joss and Anita who created the center at Pichandikulam and who are regular advisors to the Biology in South India program. Dr. Loganathan gave us detailed advice about how to think about a
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medicinal plant garden and lists of plants that will grow in the coastal area in Chennai (see report to CMSI for details). We purchased a few plants from their nursery for an experiment at CMSI.

The students took advantage of the internet connection set up by the computer team to complete their research and draft final reports to Dr. Moses. We gave an oral report to Dr. Moses, the budget manager, the CMSI manager Dr. ** and Mr. Samuel. We completed the written version of the report in Northfield and sent this to Dr. Moses Manohar for his use.

Progress toward a computational ecology interim course at IIS:

We met with Dr. Sukumar of the Indian Institute of Science to discuss our ideas for an interim course to take place there. He was extremely enthusiastic and had considered everything from the types of computational and modeling projects to the necessary logistics (housing, computers, travel to field tour sites). If the logistics do fall into place, we hope to offer this course in January 2007. A draft course proposal is attached (Appendix D).

Activities in Support of the Biology in South India Program:

One of the most difficult issues for the Biology in South India program in 2003 and 2004 has been the coordination with ICSA. It has been especially challenging finding an appropriate local coordinator; we feel fortunate having found Mr. Samuel this year. AW had plenty of time to work with Samuel as he planned the course and observed our students. Samuel has prior experience coordinating foreign visitors who come to India to work with NGOs: He was working hard to incorporate "discussion" in our course-I think following both requests from prior students and the new pedagogical trend in India ("discussion and engagement" as teaching tools were described in the newspapers). Their first lessons were with a USAID official who wanted to know what our students wanted to learn about disease and especially HIV/AIDS in India. Samuel, in consultation with Dr. Moses, is focusing on showing our students more examples of successful religious plurism. To this end, he has included in the schedule several Muslim related events, e.g. visiting SIET College, touring a Muslim neighborhood/mosque and visiting with a family. We also looked into some other issues affecting the Biology in South India program, including a switch of some student trips from Madras Christian College to the Women's Christian College.

4We may wish to revisit this change.

Mr. Samuel was with AW and the students when we traveled to CMSI and had a chance to hear their questions and get to know them quite well. I am quite confident that he understands the level of guidance they need to be able to try things safely without limiting their independence. Samuel and Dr. Moses were part of a discussion about letting the students go out in the evening and occasionally go out for meals. We worked a bit with Clara on this issue so that we could balance her responsibility to feed them safely and their need to explore a bit. It was extremely helpful for faculty to be at ICSA with students, hence seeing how everyone interacts. We saw that students can be quite independent and adventurous. For example, we saw how comfortable the students were going to a late-night movie at nearby theater. Not only did they survive the experience, but they also gained increased confidence in their ability to get around Chennai.

Dr. Sanjeev Raj met us at St. Andrews and came by ICSA for a formal visit. He is in his 80's but still going strong. In addition to wanting to know what made St. Olaf students special (see faculty reflections below) he was
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anxious to know if his lessons were making an impression: He will spend a morning discussing ecology with the group early in their program. He will add information about the effect of the tsunami (Dee 2004) and his work to improve conditions in the fishing village. He brought me a packet of papers on Pulicat Lake and other coastal areas. In consultation with Dr. Raj and Samuel we added an afternoon a ecology tour of Kaattupalli Island to the ICSA program based on a tour guide paper that Dr. Raj had written for school children in India. This will be lead by Dr. Tilak of Madras Christian College (an expert on the hermit crabs of Pulicat Lake), and will include the coast, dunes, some coastal forest and the backwaters.

We hired several cars and used two drivers over the course of our stay there. We were given reasonable vehicles and drivers. This is good since these people will also drive our students during the ICSA program. We did talk with the dispatcher on two occasions giving us a chance to comment on the changing nature of the roads (many more cars and more 4 lane divided highway. The dispatcher seemed to understand our issues gave assurance that this information will be passed on to the drivers we use in the future.

In addition to ICSA, I made contact with Tineka at the Central Guest House in Auroville where we chatted a bit confirming the important role she plays for our program.

-j It may be time to ask if Tineka shouldn't be our coordinator there-Jaap was not available and it isn't clear to me what his position in the community really is.

I talked with Joss and met with Anita when we visited Pitchandikulam Forest. Joss has been one of our best advisors and I think they were pleased that I sought their advice this time. With the advent of required environmental education in the schools in India, there are additional opportunities for our students to think about educational materials. The-re is excellent work to be done in the medicinal plants area (planning and planting) as well as in sustainable agriculture, forestry, and fresh water collection (3 years of drought, salt water incursion due to the tsunami). Auroville generally seemed to have more businesses and more guest houses (we stayed at a new very nice one (Afsana)-not as suitable as the Central Guest House for our students because of its size, layout and minimal meal service).

While in Bangalore, we met several with Dr. Sukumar to discuss the Biology in South India Program: We also met several-of Dr. Sukumar's graduate students (two women who are fairly new and Suresh-the "senior" in charge. We discussed the on-going work of our students and the "St. Olaf plot" in the elephant reserve. We talked about projects in Masinagudi and about having the students come to Bangalore the last week of their 5-week stay to take advantage of the more sophisticated data analysis and research tools. We learned about several projects that could involve our students.

w Tracking wild elephants in East Bengal (and elsewhere) using GPS collars. This is Dr. Sukumar's main focus right now.

y Analyzing elephant families via DNA analysis from epithelia cells shed in the elephant dung.

• Studying seed dispersal by ungulates.

• Using elephant dung to measure hormones.

• Genetic analysis of populations of gaur (wild cattle) in the Nilgiri area.

We learned that Dr. Sukumar plans to meet with the students while they were at ICSA in September. Normally he would see them in Bangalore later in the
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fall, but this year he will be in Bengal collaring elephants during the student's visit:

AW went to Vellore with four of the students to visit RUHSA and the SLRTC. Dr. Abel met with us briefly. This provided an opportunity to thank him for all of his service to St. Olaf. Sadly (for us), we learned that he plans to retire in September and is moving to Chennai to be with his children and grandchildren.
We encouraged him to continue to interact with our students through ICSA. We also discussed a bit the need for clear guidance of the St: Olaf projects-he acknowledged the misunderstandings between one of our students and her mentor last year. Mr. Mathew, the educational coordinator, gave us a tour of RUHSA including the clinic, hospital, delivery area and the self-help courses. Mr. Matthew is responsible for our rural orientation program, housing and other logistical needs of our students. He does excellent work in this role. AW met with the head of nursing, with one of the clinical staff, and the librarian (who was pleased to show St. Olaf student papers). We were treated to a lovely luncheon. This visit made a huge impression on the students. At the time, no one had been chosen to replace Dr. Abel and I gathered that there was some controversy about the future direction of the facility.

4It will be important to get in touch with the new Director this fall​immediately after the rural orientation.

Dr. Joseph arranged a wonderful tour of SLRTC for us. He is excited to have St. Olaf students and their projects at this facility. He emphasized his desire to have students with more statistical skill come work on backlogs of data.

4This request for statistical projects, a similar request from VCRC and interests in modeling at IIS a11 suggest that we may wish to be a bit proactive in recruiting students with strong statistical and, computational backgrounds. Similarly, bioinformatics (genomics, proteomics) background will be very valuable.

The major clinic (day visit) activities have just moved from Karigiri to a brand new clinic closer to town in order to more accessible to the patient population. Leprosy outpatient treatment as well as cardiovascular disease and diabetes seem to be specialty areas. I believe that the SLRTC is no longer affiliated with the CMC (**CHECK). Leprosy research and patient care will continue on the Karigiri campus with research in molecular biology, ophthalmology, social psychology and physical therapy emphasized. I did meet Valsa and Alexander-two members of the Karigiri staff who have consistently opened their home to our students. Our mutual delight in seeing each other surprised and made an impression on the students who were with me.

4We want to ask our students to help us understand the new directions and logistics for SLRTC. Without the clinic activities on the campus, the place has a very different feel and energy level-not a bad thing, just different.

I did have more email than is usual with Pippa but did not visit Kodaikanal, the VCRC or the research site in Mudamalai. Although this would have been desirable, there was no time during this visit to India. I recommend that who ever accompanies the proposed Ecological Modeling course in 2007 visit the St. Olaf Plot near Masinagudi and Mr. Kannan and Sekar with the PHCC especially to assess the balance of work and supervision in Kodaikanal compared to that on the plains (where Sekar is based). We are using a new house in Kodaikanal that is closer to the PHCC offices and further from KIS.

Financial report:
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Appendices:

A. Recruiting poster

B. News about our Lilly program C. Ceremony program

D. DRAFT of interim Ecological Modeling course proposal
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Reflections

From faculty:

AW:
On the face of it, this should have been a routine trip for me to go to a place I'd been to before to carry out a service project after 10 years of guiding students to do the same. But it was different to go with students and to work together with a colleague. Their curiosity, sensitivity energy and commitment were impressive. I was asked by an Indian colleague to explain why St. Olaf students are unlike other American students (willing to try new things, go into a fisherman's hut and drink tea, do things vs. observe). By then I had seen enough to know that they are special but had to resort to the College mission statement and how that mission is communicated (through our EIN requirement, speaker series including "Friends of Faith", the commitment to discussing vocation opening and programs like the one we were enjoying) to try to explain their earnest and honest approach to being there. It was gratifying to know that something about what we do on campus "shows" in our students.

We were extremely inspired by our "site" the Inter Church Service Association (ICSA). Not only were we treated as honored guests but we were given a chance to be part of an inspired NGO: When one thinks of'service in India, one often thinks of helping the poor with minimal health care services. However, we were asked (as for many of the `Biology in South India' program projects) to help a group to improve their sophistication and thus their ability to be first world players in the 21st century. This realization that our service was toward increasing dignity and self​sufficiency in a modern world for disabled and poor people emphasized the importance of the work we were' doing.
It also emphasized the farsightedness of ICSA and the wisdom of its outreach-offering much and, in the case of the Jivana Jyoti students, expecting much as well.

MR: This trip was an inspiring and overwhelming experience for me. During my last visit to India, I learned of the tremendous need that exists in India. However, I was less clear about how any one person, or group of people, could begin to meet that need. This experience reinforced the simple idea that small differences are important, they do add up. Even if change is local, its effect is important, especially to the individuals involved.

From our students, I learned how much a person can grow in a short period of time. This was not a tourist trip. It was hard, it was different, and it

challenged everyone in ways they could not have previously imagined. Everyone has experiences that they feel and remember for the rest of their life. I felt honored to be with young people who were going through such an experience. I saw them face their preconceptions and prejudices head-on and challenge themselves to resolve the conflicts. Do they help beggars? Are Indians backward or are we? Are we blinded and spoiled by our own luxury? Every day these issues (and more) came up in a real, face-to-face way. Our students struggled with themselves in a positive, mature way. The grew more in three weeks than many do in a decade:

I will be forever touched and motivated by the dedication shown by the staff of ICSA. They strive everyday to make the world a better place, to improve what they see in front of them. They-do it with a dignity and grace not often seen in this world.
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Lastly, I will always remember the ICSA students. I know how hard this world can be for children with physical challenges. I saw how hard these students are willing to work to achieve the smallest fraction of what we simply expect. I saw how much they appreciated our efforts. More than anything else, I felt how naturally they accepted us, despite how different (and backward) we were.

From students:

Traveling to India was like finally being able to put a familiar name to a face. I'd heard about India, had various ideas about it from fictional stories, and had formed mental images largely based on those from National Geographic, but the country and its issues only truly became real for me once I was actually there. I suddenly saw specific examples of real-world situations where my skills could be used to benefit others. At CMS2, for example, I saw how I could draw upon my experience in the lab as a biology student to help evaluate projects such as the establishment of a microbiology lab. At the same time, I learned that although we are educated members of a privileged society, we cannot force our own ideas and methods upon others, and I saw the value in working with others rather than strictly for others. While we can offer our own opinions and suggestions, we must also be willing to consider others' ideas, even if their culture or education causes their standards to differ from ours-we are just as likely to learn from them as they are from us, and it is important for each side to consider the views and respect the knowledge of the other:

A valuable experience for me was the trip,we took to visit the RUSA and Korigiri medical facilities. While their standards differ from the facilities we're used to and were therefore initially shocking, I felt that

the medical centers were encouraging examples of the peoples' success in putting their visions into a reality that significantly helps improve the health and lives of the people. I was impressed by the projects and developments undertaken by the centers, and while my eyes were opened by the poverty and health issues that are still widespread, I was also excited by the thought that I might one day use my knowledge or resources to assist in similar ventures: I feel that even those brief visits left me with a clearer idea of the direction in which I'd like to further the development of my skills.

Additionally, the time we spent with the students at ICSA was very valuable and meaningful to me. Many of the students I talked with are disabled or from "disadvantaged" home situations, yet they were motivated, happy, and extremely excited to work with us. I was touched by their open acceptance of us and by their faith, and I feel like their views and the way they live their lives helped me to look at my own from a different perspective. And just as I taught them, I also learned from them-they shared some of their language, information about India, and again, a different way of looking at life.

Nearly everything I saw in India raised a question in my mind about some aspect of the country or culture, and were I to do the trip again, I think it would be valuable to attempt to learn more about India before traveling there, even if only to be able to ask more informed questions once I'm there. I did some reading, but some general reading that we could discuss before we arrived would be valuable. While the books we were required to read were interesting, since we didn't ultimately discuss them much I feel that perhaps a book on India or issues more closely related to those with which we worked may be more useful.
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I feel very fortunate that I was able to participate in this trip to India. While I've returned to my normal "U.S." routine, the things we saw and did in India are still very much on my mind, and my experiences have helped shaped new ways in which I think about my place in the world.

a. how this experience changed/confirmed your view of international service

b. two or three specific examples of activities/observations that you consider were the most valuable to you

c. things you would do differently if we were to do this again.

Working in India through the cooperation between St. Olaf and the Lily Grant allowed me an opportunity that I never would have been able to experience otherwise. Through growing up in the Lutheran missionary housing I've always had a notion of international service, but actually going to India and being involved with ICSA (Inter-Church Service Association) confirmed my view of the value of international service and allowed me a connection with the missionaries I've grown up to know. Specific activities that I found particularly valuable were the work with the Indian students. By teaching English I found that I was helping in a tangible way and also found that it was a benefit to myself as well as the students. I got to know who an Indian was in a way that was much more than a tourist does. Another activity that I found valuable to myself, and the organization I worked with, was working on upgrading the standards of ICSA's pharmaceutical plant. I felt that my time there was definitely validated by the work I did on this project. I think maybe if I were to do it again I would work on being more prepared when teaching English. My English teaching was more individual experience based and not as grammar based as it should have been. I would definitely go back and hope to in the future.
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