National Association for the Blind, NAB, Valsad, Gujarat.

The vacations had just started and children were getting ready to leave for home. The classrooms were littered with papers, projects, posters, desks and what not. The last class had left them all in a mess. In that randomness few children sat together in a corner, with a harmonium and were singing a bhajan. A boy of 13 or 14 led the song and the rest followed him. He played beautifully and the rest followed with such obedience. Learning to playing the harmonium requires such discipline. Of course, it helps if you can see. These children could not. 

These children live at the National Association for the Blind, NAB. This is where they learn to play musical instruments, study calculus, read a book, or operate a computer. This organization was formed in 1981 in a small office at the residence of Mr. Rambhai Patel – the present secretary for NAB. Now, it has 150 boys and 30 girls. Rambhai, who is blind himself, wanted to build a hostel that can teach blind child to not only excel academically but also get trained in music, sports and arts. And the children at NAB are only waiting for a chance to display their talents. 

In 2004, the NAB cricket team represented India in the International Blind cricket team in Nov, a group of children represented Gujarat in the state chess competitions and many showed off their talents in drama, debate and fancy dress. But this is not enough, the children want to accomplish much more. The students at NAB have always been looking up to their graduating alumni – some of whom are lawyers, some are studying to get their masters and others have got full time jobs, and are supporting their families with a good-income.

To graduate and get a respectable job is not only a representation of a good income in their families, but much more. Children here want to get independent; they want to mingle in society just like the sighted people, they have opinions and they want to share those. They want to be a source of pride for their family members who have not seen much beyond their fields and construction work. NAB gives them this opportunity – these children grab it and excel.

This opportunity, was only limited to boys. A perpetual problem in the villages around Valsad was education for blind girls. These girls not only carried the weight of the life-long taboo of being blind, but on top of that they were illiterate, dependent and very poor. Education for them seemed next to a dream. But now, these girls are rejoicing. NAB, with the help of Asha has opened a girls hostel. About 30 girls have enrolled so far and many parents are coming up to enroll their children from far away villages. These girls stay in an unknown place, with unknown people, far away from their families to study. They have realized the potential of education and NAB provides that.

Children and faculty at NAB are looking towards 2005 with excitement and optimism. There are plans for a major technology upgrade at NAB that will give these children all the cutting edge technology for reading and writing. They will have an upgraded library. And their sports department will get more equipment and resources. The children at NAB cannot wait to get their new cricket and chess set. They have waiting long for their vacations – now they are out playing cricket.

