Lok Biradari Prakalp – 2013 Updates
Prat Das Kanungo and Ankita Singhal
The project Lok Biradari Prakalp (LBP) was started by Dr. Prakash and his wife Mandakini Amte in
1973 in the forests of the very remote village of Hemalkasa, located between Maharashtra and
Chhattisgarh state. Far away from civilization, the region is inhabited by Madia Gond tribe along
with wild animals such as leopards, brown bears and venomous snakes. The couple first opened a
hospital (1973) to treat the tribals for free, and subsequently a residential school (1976) called Ashram
Shala for teaching the tribal children free of cost, and later an animal orphanage for the wounded wild
animals they rescued from the forest. Both Dr. Prakash and Mandakini Amte won the Magsaysay
award for community leadership in 2008.

About Ashram Shala and Asha Zurich’s Commitment
By the end of 2013 Ashram Shala had 650 students in total who are given free education from
kindergarten up to high school. For 480 students (40 per class, excluding the kindergarten) the school
receives government funding. Expenses for the rest are covered from external sponsors. Since 2011
Asha Zurich has been sponsoring 100 of them with an annual contribution of around 6,100 Swiss
francs (2013). This money is spent in providing
1. Uniforms, books and other stationaries for the students.
2. Sports equipment.
3. Healthy food three times a day.
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4. Accommodation in a student dormitory.

About Achievements in 2013
Even though most of the students enrolled in the school are first generation learners, they do very well
in school and quite a few of them go for higher education as well, while some make careers in sports.
The achievements for 2013 are in the following.
1.
2.
3.
4.

90% students passed the secondary examination (SSC) of Maharashtra state board.
90% students passed the higher secondary examination (HSC) of Maharashtra state board.
One got admitted to electrical engineering and one to agricultural engineering in Pune.
12 children took part in state level athletics competitions.

Since the beginning the partnership between LBP and Asha Zurich has been going very well. The
project coordinator Aniket Amte (son of Dr. Prakash Amte) sends regular updates, and a number of
volunteers from Asha Zurich have visited the project site. In 2010 it was visited by Kirtimalini Gadre
and Indranil Bhattacharya for funding assessment, in 2012 it was visited by Lena Steiner and in most
recently, in early 2014 by Prat Das Kanungo. The site visit report by Prat is provided in the next
section.
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Lok Biradari Prakalp - Site Visit Report
Prat Das Kanungo

The village of Hemalkasa is located 350 kilometer south-east of Nagpur which is the nearest big city
connected by railways and flights to the rest of India. In recent years, the village and the surrounding
forest areas have seen the rise of ultra-Left rebels (Naxalites) which has often led to deadly clashes
between them and paramilitary forces. However on the campus of LBP, no incidence of violence was
ever reported. I visited the campus via Nagpur on the 7th of January, 2014, stayed overnight and
returned on the 8th. In the following I present a concise report categorized into different sections. The
report is based on my observations and interaction with the people involved.
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About the School
The entire infrastructure including the Ashram Shala was built from financial aid of Swiss-Aid and
Oxfam. The school serves to students from 600 neighboring villages. I was given a tour of the entire
campus by the project coordinator Aniket Amte and his wife Samiksha Godse-Amte. The class rooms
are spacious, each of which can accommodate about 40 students. Toilets are clean and have regular
supply of water. Apart from the main class rooms, the school also has a library, a newly built science
room, a computer laboratory and a playground.

About the Teaching Methods
Some very innovative teaching methods are implemented at the school. Special bridge classes are
organized at kindergarten (Balwadi) for Madia students who are unfamiliar with Marathi (the state
language). Marathi alphabets are taught with objects found in the region, to which the children can
easily relate. This prepares them for the transition to class 1(six years of age).
Even though the school is Marathi medium, English is being taught already from class 1. The English
teacher Mr. Girish Kulkarni said that English learning is mainly activity-based in the beginning. At a
later stage students regularly take part in spelling relays and are encouraged to give public speeches in
English.
Creative ways are also adopted in teaching math. Stairs are labeled with objects with their numbers
increasing from 1 to 10, and thus introducing young students to the number system. Metric system is
also taught in the same way by labeling the stairs with metric prefixes such as milli, centi, deci etc. To
teach addition and subtraction, a number line is painted on the wall of the school balcony.
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About Food and Accommodation for Students
Students are housed in spacious dormitory rooms with 5-10 beds each. There are separate dormitories
for boys and girls. Healthy food is served in the canteen three times a day. Each student has his/her
plate, cup and mug. A team of professional cooks prepare the meal, but it is served by students
themselves. Attendance is taken at the canteen before every meal and a prayer is offered before they
begin to eat.
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About Other Activities
The library has an impressive collection of books on a range of topics. In addition it also has a number
of indoor and board games. It is very popular with the students. Librarian Jayashree Talpade said that
she is really impressed with the reading enthusiasm of the students.
The science room is for fun-learning through science, such as building models from scrap or setting
up experiments demonstrating basic scientific principles. In front of me the students demonstrated the
working of a toy excavator and voltage generation with primary batteries and magnets.
Drawing classes are organized after the regular classes at the school playground. I found a number of
students deeply involved in making sketches. Many of them looked promising.
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Interviews with Students
I made short interviews with a number of students. I mainly asked them about their experience of
living and studying on campus and their career aspirations. All of them seemed to be very happy to
be there. A few answers are listed in the table below.
Name
Meena
Jamuna
Sunitha

Grade/Class
IX
XI
XI

Interest
Math
Economics
Marathi
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Career Ambition
Police
Nurse
Soldier

Rakesh
Vishal
Manoj

X
VI
VII

English, Marathi, Hindi Engineer
All subjects
Farmer
Math
Doctor

Expectations from Asha
The project coordinator Aniket, the students and the teachers were all very happy about Asha’s
support for the school. Following suggestions for improvement came from them and probably Asha
can contribute towards some of them.
1. Computerization and more reference books for higher classes in the library.
2. Guidance for more innovative teaching techniques (mainly for math).
3. Training videos for sports (to be shown at their auditorium).
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Conclusion and Outlook
I really enjoyed my very short but meaningful stay at LBP. I also got a chance to visit the animal
orphanage and to talk to Dr. Prakash Amte who highly appreciated Asha Zurich’s support. By talking
to locals I came to know that compared to the public schools in nearby villages, the teaching methods
and dedication of the teaching staff are far better at Ashram Shala. The children are not only taught
the syllabus in class rooms, but are also trained to be completely independent from a very young age.
Subsequently many of them make careers as well-trained professionals and they do give back to the
community. Amidst the ongoing violence in the area, the campus of LBP offers a sanctuary of peace
where constructive ideas are instilled in young minds. I think that Asha Zurich should continue to
fund this project.
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