
Site visit report – Review visit 
 
Akshardeep NFE schools in PCMC (funded by Asha Zurich, Asha Zurich project owner: 
Vishwa Herle, vishwa_herleATyahooDOTcom) 
Date of visit: 16th August 2006 
Visit by: K. Guruswamy (Asha Pune) and Mrs. Anjali Bapat (Coordinator, Akshardeep) 
Site visit report by Guruswamy (guruswamy_kAThotmailDOTcom) 
 
We left from Pune at about 10am and drove in Mrs. Bapat’s car to the site.  Asha Zurich 
has been funding 10 NFE schools for out-of-school children and this was a review visit at 
the end of the funding year.  We had originally scheduled this visit for a couple of weeks 
earlier – however, Pune experienced extremely heavy rains during that time and schools 
were closed for a few days.  The rains had also washed away most of the top surface of 
the road from Pune to PCMC and therefore the ride to the site was extremely bumpy.  
The schools and slum areas were not directly affected, but they were indirectly affected.  
Mr. Bagav, the supervisor for the PCMC schools told me that several of the children had 
fallen ill and that parents (especially in the Phulenagar school) were reluctant to send 
their children to school since they needed to cross a flooded nala (large storm drain).  
Also, Pune is recently seeing an epidemic of chikungunya (a viral disease spread mainly 
by mosquitos) and the incidence of this had increased after the rains.  The visit was 
organized on the day after Independence Day (15th, a national holiday).  I learnt later that 
the 16th was also a holiday (for Gokulashtami) and that they had decided to hold schools 
because of the visit.  This was not my intention since I did not want Mrs. Bapat to 
announce this visit – however, since we could not do the site visit as originally scheduled 
and since Mrs. Bapat was going to be unavailable for about a month after the 18th, she 
went ahead and scheduled an announced visit on the 16th.  The schools have a simple flag 
hoisting ceremony on the 15th.  They normally also celebrate Gokulashtami – however, 
since this year, Gokulashtami was immediately following Independence Day, they had 
postponed the Gokulashtami celebrations.   
 
We first went to Gandhinagar and were met by Mr. Bagav, the supervisor.  Mr.  Bagav’s 
job is to supervise the day-to-day running of the schools, to monitor the teachers, 
coordinate their meetings (teacher meetings, PTA meetings etc.) as well as to liaise with 
the local municipality and to work with them to get the Mahatma Phule funds etc.  He has 
recently completed his MA in Geography from Pune university.  I am told that he is good 
at his job and is able to get PCMC to release funds under the Mahatma Phule scheme 
(this requires being able to get all the paperwork done according to PCMC’s 
requirements and to be able to deal with the officials in charge of this scheme).  Just for 
information, Akshardeep, while being approved for the Mahatma Phule scheme had not 
been actually able to obtain any funds from PCMC before Mr. Bagav.   
 
Akshardeep conducts two classes in Gandhinagar.  The teacher here is Vidya (the same 
person who has been teaching here for the last couple of years, and whom I had met on 
previous site visits).  At this site, I examined the attendance records.  There were 15 
children continuing from the previous year; 8 children had been admitted to the local 
municipal school (the teachers at all the sites keep track of these children, visit the 



schools and the childrens’ homes to make sure that these children stay in school.  I saw 
records of these – with the signature of the principal of the municipal school – at several 
of the sites).  There were 9 student who had been newly admitted.  The system that is 
followed to “grade” children when they join is the same – they are tested for ability in 
numbers (can count to 100, to 50, or not at all) and words (knows alphabets, knows 
words, can read, can write or nothing at all). 
 
In all the classrooms that I visited, I noticed that there were new charts (made by the 
teachers), calendars (these also helped the children learn numbers).  One other thing that I 
noticed in the classes that was new is that all the children had name tags (this means that 
the children also now know to write their own names).  One of the girls in the 
Gandhinagar class wrote her name (Surekha) in my book in the Devnagiri script.  The 
schools also now have the National Pledge on a chart.  The problems in these areas, and 
for the schools remain the same – children drop out of government (municipal) school to 
do work at home (take care of siblings, do work at home, to fill water – supply available 
only at certain times of the day, and in some cases because the children themselves have 
started working as ragpickers etc.).  For example, Surekha told me that she used to go to a 
government school, but stopped a year ago since her parents told her to stay at home and 
take care of her siblings.  
 
One of my main concerns is that in all these schools, parents refuse to pay any kind of 
fee, even if it is nominal.  The idea is not to be able to support the cost of the school – 
that might not be possible for these families.  However, my concern is that they do not 
perceive the value the education received here is worth paying even Rs. 5 to Rs. 10 per 
month.  We asked one of the boys, Ramesh Natekar (who said that he had been in 
Akshardeep for a year) whether his parents would pay Rs. 10 as a monthly fee.  He said 
that he liked going to school and that he learnt a lot here, but his parents would refuse to 
pay any money.   We spoke to the teacher, Vidya and asked her what she thought the 
parents could afford – she said that they probably couldn’t afford much – perhaps a 
maximum of Rs. 5-10 per month.  However, typically the fathers never bring their 
salaries home (due to problems with alcoholism) and therefore the mothers need to work 
and need their entire earnings to support the family.   However, in most areas, the room 
for the school was organized by the local community (community centers, temples etc.) 
 
We next went to a Balwadi (day care, NOT an NFE class, and NOT supported by Asha).  
This Balwadi was being run by Akshardeep in the Forbes-Marshall campus (this is a 
reputed local engineering company who is doing this as part of a corporate social 
initiative).  The children who went here were from a nearby slum (where Akshardeep ran 
a school).  Interestingly, the parents of these children paid Rs. 5 per month for this (the 
same parents wouldn’t pay for an Akshardeep school).   The reasons for this are possibly 
that: 

(a) This balwadi has children of the same age group (unlike Akshardeep schools 
where kids bring their siblings).  Therefore, the atmosphere in this balwadi is 
more “formal”, and disciplined.  



(b) The Forbes-Marshall brand.  The local slum people are impressed that the school 
is held in the Forbes Marshall campus and feel that, therefore, the school must 
have “quality” 

(c) The school provides nutritious meals (obviously, the cost of the fee does not 
cover most of this and this school is heavily subsidized by Forbes Marshall).   

What I don’t understand is why parents are not as impressed by Akshardeep’s Asha-
funded NFE schools.  Mrs. Bapat tells me that parents are willing to pay for a balwadi, 
but not a school (since they contrast it with the municipal schools that are free).  My 
worry with the Asha funded schools is that typically, people do not value anything that 
they get free.  With respect to the aforementioned points – Ashardeep says that they are 
planning to run balwadis in the same locations are their schools (this is a separate 
initiative) since they feel that if they can take care of the younger siblings, more children 
can go the regular municipal schools and since this will also create a better atmosphere in 
their NFE classes.  They also feel that they can get the parents to contribute a small fee 
for the balwadis.  However, all this is probably still in the planning stages and there is 
nothing on the ground at this time.  Regarding meals, the Mahatma Phule scheme now 
provides hot khichadi (rice-dal porridge) to all the schools every day (there are some 
issues regarding how it will be supplied to these schools, but Bagav tells me that he has 
worked out an arrangement with the municipality so that the contractor who supplies 
these meals will supply directly to the Akshardeep schools by an autorickshaw).  
Branding (similar to Forbes Marshall)?  Don’t know how we can help the Akshardeep   
schools get this.  Perhaps monthly visits by Asha Pune volunteers will give a “special” 
feeling to these schools…  
 
We then went to the school at Magarvasti and it started raining at the same time.  This 
school was being held in a room provided by the local community and the roof was 
leaking heavily!  The entire floor was wet and the children were sitting in one corner.  
This was really bad!  Mr. Bagav said that they had fixed the roof by putting some paper 
on the leaky sheets – however, the locals felt that this would not help and had removed 
the sheets.  Mrs. Bapat asked him to get the roof fixed (Rs. 350 per asbestos sheet x 4 
sheets = Rs. 1400 plus labour costs).  [Unfortunately, my camera ran out of battery at this 
time and I could not take a picture].  There were some kids from a nearby balwadi (run 
by another organization) in the same room since apparently their room was leaking even 
more! 
 
We then went to the Phulenagar school.  In my last report, I had mentioned that the local 
community had problems with running the school in the Hanuman temple since some of 
the girl children were growing up and had started menstruating.  Apparently, Akshardeep 
got the school repainted and redone (at a cost of Rs. 1500) and also paid something to the 
local community and they are no longer raising objections.  The teacher here was new (I 
had not met her on previous visits).  She had been at this school since June, but appeared 
to be unaware of the “best practices” being followed in the other Akshardeep schools.  
Mrs. Bapat was unhappy at this and asked Bagav why she had not been trained with the 
other teachers.  Apparently, she had been but was not following some of those routines.  I 
suggested that they could have a standardized initial teacher training module for new 
teachers in their schools and Bagav/Mrs. Bapat agreed that this was possible and would 



be implemented.  In any case, all the teachers meet every Saturday to compare notes – so, 
this should be relatively easy to implement.    
 
We then went to the school at Balaji Mandir.  Things here seemed under control (the 
teachers had been around for a while and were well set).  There were two schools being 
run in the same (large room).   
 
We then went to the school at Shantinagar.  There were 2 classes being held here at the 
same time and the class was really crowded.  The children were sitting on newspaper on 
gravel.  Apparently, Akshardeep had paid the local community to get the floor changed.  
The local people had removed the old floor, and purchased new tiles (that were stacked 
up in the room), but had not laid the tiles for the last couple of months.   
In a previous report, I had mentioned that a handicapped child from this school, Asha 
Gaikwad had been fitted with an artificial leg.  She is no longer here – Akshardeep has 
helped her move to an organization in Kolhapur called Helpers of the Handicapped that 
helps disabled people develop independence.  She is now in the 2nd standard and 
apparently doing well.   
 
Finally, we went to the school in Morwadi.  This school was in a really bad condition 
when I last visited.  The patra (metal sheets) comprising the walls were cut and had sharp 
edges and the floor was in bad shape.  This school was also going to be relocated as that 
area was going to be acquired by the municipality to widen the road.  However, 
Akshardeep decided to go ahead with renovations since the road widening work was 
expected to take several years.  When we visited now, the floor had been redone and 
there were new metal sheets for the walls.  The school had just got over when we visited 
and the teachers said that not many students had come on that day due to the rains.  I 
looked at the attendance records and saw that 6 students had dropped out of school, while 
7 had been admitted to the local municipal school.  Of the 6 students who had dropped 
out, I was shocked to see that one of the girls had got married (the others had moved out 
of the area).   
 
Note: In the last couple of reports, I had discussed the volunteer work being done by Mrs. 
Swati Naik, a retired principal.  She is no longer volunteering with Akshardeep due to ill-
health.   
 
Note: Akshardeep has now received some funds from the Mahatma Phule scheme.  This 
scheme partially funds schools (funds some expenses like teachers’ salaries etc.).  
Therefore, Asha funds can be used for other activities, for example, for necessary school 
work in schools where there are leaks etc.  We had discussed this problem at the 
beginning of the project (funds from Asha Zurich and from the Mahatma Phule yojana 
should not overlap) and what Asha funds are used for need to be clearly defined.  Since 
the Mahatma Phule funds are received only after the school semester – Akshardeep has 
been using Asha funds in the interim to pay their expenses and keep their schools 
running.  However, we don’t want to run into accounting problems, so I have told 
Akshardeep (Mrs. Bapat) that she should clearly identify what Asha funds are being used 
for and get that OK-ed from Asha Zurich.  I think that if funds were initially used to pay 



teachers’ salaries but were later diverted to other activities once the Mahatma Phule funds 
are received – I think Asha should be flexible enough to allow this.  This might not be 
ideal, but I think it is the best way to partner Akshardeep to keep the schools running.   
 
Recommendation:  Asha has been funding these schools for several years now.  There 
have been some excellent positive changes in that time.  The schools appear to be well 
established in these areas – the teachers are more confident, better trained and appear 
more capable than three years ago (capacity building).  Several kids have been readmitted 
to the local municipal schools and are being tracked to make sure that they stay in school.  
However, there are a few things that could do with improvement – in my opinion, getting 
the parents to be more involved and committed would make a big difference.  I think it is 
a good time to take stock of what progress has been made, and to make clear plans for the 
next few years.  If Asha Zurich feels that we should continue funding, then we should 
establish clearly identified deliverables and (and measurable metrics) by which to gauge 
the progress made by these schools.  I feel that it might be a good time to have a 
teleconference between Asha Zurich and the Akshardeep coordinators. 
 
 


