
Site visit report: Akshardeep PCMC NFE classes funded by Asha Zurich  
 
Date: 1 April 2011 
Visit by: Guru (Asha Pune); Mrs. Anjali Bapat, Mrs. Seema Ranade, Mr. Bagav (all from Akshardeep) 
Report by: Guru (guruswamy*_*k*@hotmail*.*com)  (DELETE *) 
 
Background: I did the last site visit to the Akshardeep classes two years ago (10 April 2009, see: 
http://data.ashanet.org/files/Chapters/Zurich/Projects/Akshardeep/2009/001_Site_visit_April_2009.pdf 
).  This was followed by a visit by Deepa Gokarn (from Asha Zurich, on 4 February 2010, report?).  Asha 
Zurich has been funding Akshardeep NFE classes since2003.  Akshardeep is the education related arm of 
Swadhar, an organization that focuses on women’s issues.  Mrs. Bapat has been driving the Akshardeep 
programme since its inception, and has recently been joined by Mrs. Ranade.  More details about 
Akshardeep, previous site visit reports, etc. can be found at: http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-
view.php?p=362 
 
Summary: 
The RTE (Right to Education act) has changed the role of organizations working in the area of primary 
education, and Akshardeep appears to have made a seamless transition into this new reality.  While 
Akshardeep started out running several NFEs with an emphasis on mainstreaming children (viz. getting 
them to go to a “regular” school), their success in getting a large number of “out of school” children 
back into the schools has resulted in their transforming their NFEs to support classes, to help prevent 
these children dropping out from school.  In response to the RTE, they have also developed methods to 
help older, illiterate children quickly come up to speed with what they need to know to cope with the 
curriculum in higher classes.  Overall, I feel that Akshardeep has done a good job in keeping up with the 
requirements of the times and has reinvented themselves to provide valuable services that help retain 
students in school. 
 
Detailed site visit report, with photographs
We (Mrs. Bapat, Mrs. Ranade and I) drove to the Akshardeep office in Chinchwad at about 10am, where 
we met Mr. Bagav.  We spent about 45 minutes discussing the recent approach being taken by 
Akshardeep.  Mr. Bagav told me that they have developed a new technique to teach the basics of 
alphabets and language that they believe works really well.  This was developed with Priya Kulkarni (who 
was with Gram Mangal earlier) and adapts the methodology developed at Gram Mangal.  This is a 

standardized 5-step methodology that they use for each alphabet, 
and involves recognizing the shape of the alphabet, in various 
forms, when used in words, and finally reading (see the chart that 
outlines these steps).  Akshardeep’s experience is that, following 
this technique, for each alphabet has worked really well with their 
students.  In the context of this training, they have also developed 
other materials, workbooks, etc. (pictures later in the report).   

: 

 
An interesting side point that emerged from our discussions is the 
impact of the RTE (Right to Education Act).  According to the RTE, 
there are no examinations until grade 8, and all children are 
promoted.  Also, admission to a grade (for kids who are out of 
school and start going for the first time) is according to their age, 
and not according to what they already know.  According to 

Akshardeep, this second point has resulted in more kids who are willing to go to school for the first time 
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– since, earlier, they would have to sit with younger children to learn the basics, they were embarrassed 
to go to school.  Now, however, since they get to sit with kids of their own age, they are more willing to 
go to school.  To get these children ready to tackle the material in the higher classes, Akshardeep uses 
their newly developed methodology.  They feel that their technique helps the children quickly learn the 
basics, and the older the kids, the shorter the time it takes to learn the alphabet (since their fine motor 
skills are already developed relative to the younger children).  Specifically, Mr. Bagav claims that for 
older kids, Akshardeep takes about 3 to 3.5 months to teach the entire alphabet using this technique.  
There are also, similar tools to teach maths (see pictures below). 
 

   
 

  
 
I was concerned that Akshardeep had spent so much time developing teaching aids and methodologies, 
while several other organizations had already developed and optimized these.  The explanation for this 
that was given by Mrs. Bapat is that they did not do this development from scratch, and that this 
derived heavily from Gram Mangal’s previous experience (through the involvement of Priya Kulkarni).  
However, she claimed that, each organization, their teachers and location required the basic material to 
be optimized to suit them, and this is what they had done.  Another point she raised is that, since their 
own people (Bagav, and the Akshardeep teachers) had undertaken this activity, they now understood 
the materials very well, and were very committed to these techniques since they felt a greater 
ownership.  This also helped give them a sense of importance.  She mentioned that Mr. Bagav has taken 
the lead in this activity, and has clearly showed greater responsibility, and is in control of his job, after 6 
years with Akshardeep.  Currently, there are 3 supervisors who assist Bagav (Rekha Sutar, Jayashree 
Koshti and Shailaja Navale).  These supervisors were formerly teachers, and building this hierarchy has 
been Akshardeep’s way of rewarding them for doing a good job and giving them more responsibility. 



Another not-so-good effect of the RTE was that the local administration has to show that all 
children are in regular schools, viz. they cannot support NFE classes for out-of-school children through 
schemes such as the Mahatma Phule Yojana.  Which means that mid-day meals that were being 
supplied to the children who went to NFE schools is no longer funded by the state government.  While 
speaking to Mrs. Bapat, she said that, after the RTE, the number of children who don’t go to schools had 
decreased – but that there was still a long way to go before there were no out of school children.  This 
also came out in a discussion we had with a principal of a municipal school, Mr. Dalvi (where Akshardeep 
runs a support class).  He was complaining about the extra load on teachers in municipal schools – they 
had to go out to the local area and look for out of school children (viz. the sort of surveying job that 
Akshardeep used to do in a new area).  The school apparently does not receive any extra resources to do 
this job, such as more teachers/funds.  [Also (and I know this from other municipal schools in Pune that I 
volunteer at), teachers are drafted to do other government jobs completely unrelated to their work, 
such as go from house-to-house for the census enumeration.  Clearly, this comes at the expense of 
teaching hours and the government simply states that the teachers are expected to do their teaching by 
taking extra classes.]  Now, the problem is, if the school teachers miss out on some children who don’t 
go to school, once their reports are filed, the government simply uses this to state that there are no out 
of school children.  Also, if there is an unauthorized basti (viz. a settlement, such as a slum, that has 
come up recently and does not have “official” recognition), then the government refuses to admit its 
existence and therefore, does not plan for children from such areas (viz. there can be no school 
demanded for such children, etc.).  This has created an interesting and perverted situation.  However, 
since it is early days since the RTE, one would hope that these sort of anomalies would be sorted out 
with time.  The implications of all of this for Akshardeep are that (a) they receive no government 
support for NFE classes; (b) in several localities where they have been active for a while, they have 
indeed managed to get most children into regular schools.  Therefore, in these areas, they have 
converted their NFE classes to support classes, since these children often need help to stay in school.  
Primarily, the support classes are aimed at children that Akshardeep has “mainstreamed”, viz. got 
admitted in regular municipal schools.  The teachers in these classes liaise with the schools (and in one 
case, see below, hold support classes in the municipal school itself), and with the parents to make sure 
that the children continue going to school and get all the academic support they need to cope.  Asha 
support for the Akshardeep programme has, therefore, gone to the support class programme, as 
discussed with Asha Zurich by Mrs. Bapat some time ago.  My personal view is that this is a natural 
evolution and a welcome change in character that reflects the success of this programme in getting kids 
from these bastis into regular schools.  There are still some areas where kids don’t go to schools, and 
Akshardeep runs NFEs in those places, and this too is necessary. 

Our first visit was to a support class in Morwadi.  In Morwadi, there are two Asha supported 
support classes that are run in two different locations (one is the old shed where classes were run in the 
past, and that I have discussed in previous reports), and the other is a house in that locality.  The 
support class in the morning is run in the house, and this is where we visited.  Unfortunately, by the time 
we got to the class, the children had just left and only the teacher was there.  We spoke with the 
teacher, and she told us that all the kids in that basti go to a regular school.  I looked through the 
attendance records and found that 12 students had attended class that day (out of 17 enrolled in that 
class).  The teacher also showed me a “standard” sheet that Akshardeep uses to track each and every 
student who comes to their classes.  These evaluation sheets are maintained by the teachers for each 
student in their class and lists a week-wise evaluation of the abilities of that student, targets for the 
coming week (viz. the student can recognize x alphabets and should recognize x + 2 in the next week, 
etc.), and progress made in the previous week.  The targets are based on the teaching methodologies 
that I discussed in the earlier part of the report.  The teacher said that while there are no evaluations or 
exams for the kids, they gauge the progress made by how well the children do their activity sheets. 



 
 
We next went to a class in a municipal school (Gangaram Vidyalaya in Chinchwad), where Akshardeep 
runs two support classes after the regular school hours (a class for 5 boys in the morning and one for 22 
girls in the afternoon.  Note that this is a girls school and the girl children study here, while the boys 
come here only for the support classes).  The teacher here, Laxmi Galphade, appeared to be very 
dynamic.  When we went to her class, she had organized the class into three different groups and had 
appointed “group leaders” within each group.  At first, she would set up an activity, and the group 
leader would lead that activity and supervise the group.  The kids take turn being group leader, and 
clearly appeared to be enjoying this responsibility.  The teacher was herself teaching one of the children, 
who, she explained, was significantly behind the rest of the class and needed her personal attention.  Of 
the 22 girls, there were 16 who were attending the class.  Mrs. Bapat also told us that while the children 

  
 



do not receive a mid day meal at the support classes, 
Akshardeep gives them a nutritious supplement thrice 
a week (such as “paushtik” laddoo, for proteins and 
iron). 
 

Finally, we went to a new basti (Deokar basti) 
that has come up in a place called Chakrapani.  We 
went past Nasik Phata, where Akshardeep used to 
have an NFE class.  The decorative article sellers who 
lived on this road are being relocated by the PCMC 
local government since this road is being widened.  
Therefore, the children are all moving to various 
locations.  Akshardeep has kept records of the 
progress made by these and are trying to get at least 
some of these to other Akshardeep classes in those 
areas.  However, it appears that, at least some of these 
children will be lost to the system.   

The class in Deokar basti (see pictures below) 
is run by the teachers who ran the Nasik Phata class, 
and there are two classes in this location.  This basti 
has immigrants from Kashmir (most of whom have 
now moved out), and the newer people here are 
muslim medicine sellers from Atru, near Kota in 

Rajasthan.  The class is held in a tent made by the 
Akshardeep teachers, who purchased the bamboo 
and plastic sheets from the Kashmiri people who have 
left this location.  This looks like a makeshift structure 
and doesn’t seem like it will withstand strong wind, or 
be suitable in the rains.  However, the teachers have 
some plans to redo it and make it a little sturdier by 
the time the rains come.  This was an interesting 
school – the kids are apparently very bright (the 
teacher said this), and clearly, they are very attached 
to the teacher.  When we went there, the school had 
not started, but all the kids in the area had brought 
their lunch dabbas and were eating with the teachers.  



The teachers had bought some fruit for them.  The teachers tell us that this community apparently has a 
lot of internal divisions and typically don’t intermix, even within the group that lives there (viz. they 
don’t eat together or socialize).  Therefore, there was initial reluctance in the community to let all the 
children go to the same school and sit next to each other.  However, the community is apparently very 
supportive of education and therefore allows the children to study together and even eat together.  It 
was interesting to see that the school has also had this effect on the community. 

 
 
More photos available at: https://picasaweb.google.com/guruswamy.kumaraswamy/DropBox# 
 
After this, we wound up, and returned to Pune.  One other interesting aside that I felt would be of 
interest to Asha is a sanitation campaign that Akshardeep (and Mrs. Bapat) has been involved with in 
the schools in the Bibewadi area (Asha Chicago supports a community center there).  In one of the NFE 
school locations in Bibewadi, the local community had made a hole in the wall.  Akshardeep was very 
upset with this, since this was a school for the kids of that community – only after persistent 
questioning, they found that the women needed that access since they did not have toilets.  
Subsequently, Akshardeep coordinated with an organization called Shelter Associates, who fund the 
construction of affordable toilets in homes (and who subsidize half the cost of these toilets from 
sponsors.  This has led to a complete change in that area.  This received a lot of press in Pune (see 
attached articles). 
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Dignity for poor

Basheer Nusa Shaikh wakes up early and despite 
the cold, walks with a pail of water to an open 
ground near the Shivrai Nagar settlement at 
Bibwewadi in Pune. The other women in the 
settlement too defecate in the open ground, before 
the men and children wind their way to the same 
ground. With no toilets in this settlement, they have 
no other way but to exercise this humiliating option. 
“It takes a toll on our health too,” yawns Shaikh, up 
early in the morning despite a late night shift at the 
hospital where she works as a ward attendant. 

Like in many of India’s cities and towns, open air 
defecation is an urban problem in Pune, especially 
in undeclared slums like Shivrai Nagar. Not any 
more though as this settlement of 1,130 tin huts and 
856 families have decided to build their own toilets. 
In just four months, 105 toilets have been built in 
these 10 ft X 12 ft tin huts and a small function has 
been organised for Monday, January 17, to officially 
announce the launch. 
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How did the change come about? Anjali Bapat of Swadhar, an NGO that works with under-
privileged people in the Bibwewadi and the PCMC areas of Pune city, says, “We teach some of the
children from this settlement and their parents told us about the acute need for toilets.” Bapat
then contacted Shelter Associates, an NGO that facilitates slum rehabilitation and sanitation 
projects for the poor. 

“We surveyed households in Shivrai Nagar and found that there was no community toilet in the
settlement and only one public toilet that was located a kilometre away. This left more than 2,000
people with no option but to defecate in the open,” says Pratima Joshi, who heads Shelter
Associates. 

The settlement is positioned on a hilltop and is divided into tiny plots, each approximately 200 sq
ft in area. The houses are laid out in rows with common walls and narrow lanes between them.
The area is vulnerable since it is shown as a “non-buildable zone” in official city plans. The
population has grown dramatically since the first residents arrived 15 years ago; today, around
1,200 families live here. 

Since the residents own the land, it is not recognised as a slum, according to the rules of Pune
Municipal Corporation. However, the settlement lacks basic facilities like toilets, waste
management and a water supply, that are provided even to slum-dwellers. 

“In many ways, the conditions in Shivrai Nagar were worse than a slum,” says Pradeep Vaze, a
community helper with Shelter Associates. And then, things began changing. Every house was
numbered and a map and master list was created on Shelter’s GIS platform. Detailed information
was gathered about each household, including the names and ages of each family member, their
education, occupation and income. Information was also gathered about access to essential 
services such as water, electricity and waste disposal. 

“We were able to build up a detailed picture of many other problems faced by the residents of
Shivrai Nagar. Problems included waste disposal, poor sanitation, and lanes with no sewage lines.
This research formed the basis of many other initiatives to make the settlement a better place,”
says Joshi. 

Since Shivrai Nagar is a private settlement situated in a ‘non-buildable zone’, no money could be
allocated from the funds that exist to support the building of toilets in slums. As a solution to the
crisis, Shelter Associates decided to introduce a scheme in which a toilet could be built on a cost-
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sharing basis. Approximately 30 per cent of the cost had to be contributed by the family and 
Shelter Associates would fund the rest. 

The cost-sharing model has proved to be an incentive for some of the residents living off lanes 
that previously had no sewage lines. The families along nine such lanes have pooled funds to lay 
these drainage lines, besides contributing 30 per cent of the total cost of their individual toilets, 
she says. 

“This project is a good example of the way in which NGOs, communities and the local ward office 
can successfully work together,” admits Madhav Deshpande, ward officer, Pune Municipal 
Corporation (PMC). Funds to the tune of $40,000 were donated by Sunil Bhatia, founder of 
Friends of Shelter Associates (FSA), an organisation comprising student groups, faculty, and 
community members from Connecticut and Rhode Island that works on improving sanitation in 
slums. “It was because of the collective inputs of women who wanted to live with self respect that 
the project could really take off,” says Bhatia.
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