Site Visit to Akshardeep schools in Pimpri Chinchwad on Tuesday, 24 June 2008.

Project: NFE classes run by Swadhar/Akshardeep, sponsored by Asha Zurich

Report by K. Guruswamy (guruswamy_k(AT)hotmail(DOT)com, Asha Pune)

Also on the site visit: Ajit Bhand (Asha Oklahoma, part of the Asha Calendar team), Mrs. Bapat (Akshardeep coordinator) and Mr. Bagav (Akshardeep Supervisor for PCMC schools)

Introduction:  Asha-Zurich is sponsoring a project with Akshardeep in PCMC (Pimpri-Chinchwad Municipal Corporation) to run 10 non-formal education schools.  Details of the proposal can be found on http://www.ashanet.org/pune/project_index.html).  The objectives of the programme according to the (now old) MoU are:

·        To identify suitable locations for 10 non-formal schools (based on local requirements and issues) in the urban slum areas of PCMC.

·        To initiate classes for primary school education in the selected locations.

·        To hire suitable teachers and a supervisor for the classes. To arrange for training of teachers.

·        To educate the children in reading, writing and arithmetic among other subjects. To provide the children with suitable teaching aids, books and stationery. To arrange a minimum of two class visits/ camps during the year.

·        To maintain detailed records of the academic progress of every student.

Detailed report:

This was a long overdue site-visit, and we decided to do it on June 24th so that Ajit (part of the Asha Calendar team) who was visiting Pune during that time could take pictures for the 2009 Calendar.  In retrospect, the visit was held too early – regular classes had not started.  However, it gave us a chance to talk with Mrs. Bapat and Mr. Bagav at length.  

I picked up Ajit from the Pune University gate at 10.15 and we went to Mrs. Bapat’s house.  Both she and I drove to the PCMC Swadhar office (at the Police Lines Housing Colony), and we met Mr. Bagav there.  There we had a 90 minute discussion with the Akshardeep team, summarized as follows:  Akshardeep has recently constituted an “Education Council” to review and evaluate the last 10 years of their work, and to suggest future directions.  This council comprises of members of Swadhar as well as external participants including partners such as Asmae, educationists, welfare officers etc.  Akshardeep, with the help of this committee, has identified that its primary objective is main-streaming children, viz. getting children into municipal schools.  Therefore, Akshardeep’s activities should focus on all possible ways of getting children into school – for example, if necessary, to arrange transportation or to arrange day-care for siblings, viz. make sure that all hurdles that prevent children from going to a regular school are overcome.  The existing schools should only be for children who cannot go to a regular school or who drop-out for whatever reason.  Teachers at existing schools are important stakeholders in Akshardeep since they communicate with the local community and implement Akshardeep programs – it is likely that they might feel threatened if Akshardeep’s main aim is to send children to a regular school.  For Akshardeep to implement their programs successfully and to retain their link with the local community, it is important that the teachers are retained.  Akshardeep has assured their teachers that NFE schools will not be shut down since there will always be a need to cater to drop-outs and other children who are unable to access the regular school, and to provide support to school going children (viz. to help them cope with school in case they have difficulties).  However, to make sure that teachers realize the importance of mainstreaming children, Akshardeep has come up with a program of evaluating their teachers – this will be described later in the report.  Akshardeep’s initiatives in the direction of ensuring that every child that can goes to a regular school – currently, Akshardeep teachers are involved in a comprehensive door-to-door survey of every household in their vasti to get data on the number of children, the number that go to school, the precise reasons why some children don’t go to school, etc.  This is apparently being done for the first time so systematically at this scale.  This data will tell them the main reasons why kids in a particular vasti don’t go to school (and this reason might vary from location to location).  Akshardeep are also lobbying the local municipality to start crèches in the vasti since they feel that one important reason for children not going to school is taking care of younger siblings while the parents work.  They are also planning to lobby the municipality to provide for “sevikas” – viz. people whose job is to collect children from the vasti and take them to the local school (apparently several parents don’t have the time to take their kids to school and are uncomfortable sending young children to school by themselves).  This apparently has been agreed to, in principle, in Pune and they want to extend this to PCMC too.  

Assesment of teachers: Teachers have been told that they will be assessed on certain parameters including (a) number of children from their class that have been mainstreamed, (b) the environment of the class, (c) average attendance in the class, (d) punctuality of the teacher, (e) whether the teacher is following the prescribed schedule and teaching methods, (f) whether the teacher is making adequate, regular home visits to meet the people in the vasti and the parents of the students, etc.  Akshardeep hadn’t thought of providing incentives/disincentives based on their assessment, but I believe that the assessment will be much more effective if Akshardeep can provide positive and negative reinforcement.

Subsequent to this long chat, we visited 3 classes (in Gandhinagar, Nasik Phata and Morwadi) and the crèche in the Forbes Marshall premises (funded by Forbes Marshall).  As mentioned earlier, the regular classes had not begun so there was not much structured learning in the schools we visited.  Children were doing art work (drawing, colouring, etc.) and in one of the schools, it was lunch time (khichadi at Morwadi).  Ajit was able to get some pictures at these schools.  

My pictures: School at Gandhinagar – Group of older children writing, School is in a community center and also doubles up as a gym, Children in the younger age group, the community center also houses a Ganesha, Arnold looks out from a poster at the children in the school/gym J

School at Nasik Phata – Where the street vendors display their wares – inflatable plastic toys and wind chimes/lanterns, the school tent.

Forbes Marshall crèche – the children and a large canvas put together by the Akanksha group

Morwadi – this tin shed hasn’t improved significantly in the last several years – it is still gloomy and dark, kids and their teacher.

I have given Deepa’s questions to Mrs. Bapat and she will provide detailed answers to those soon.  Akshardeep used to run 16 schools (10 funded by Asha), of which 3 were shut down and they’ve now started classes in four more locations.  Three of the teachers have been upgraded to supervisors to help Mr. Bagav since the schools are spread over such a large area (this will probably help retain Mr. Bagav in the project).  Mr. Bagav and the supervisors are now maintaining computerized records of all the children that they will update every 6 months or so.

Summary:

I feel that the thinking process that Akshardeep has gone through is very good – and their focus appears to be in the right direction.  Identifying their focus as mainstreaming children and surveying the area to pinpoint causes for why the children are not going to school will help them concentrate their efforts on helping the kids/community overcome the hurdles to regular schooling.  This is a long term task and it will take them a lot of time and effort to come up with an effective way of implementing their plans.  I think that the need for the Akshardeep schools will not go away in the near future, and perhaps their focus might shift to “support” classes to help school going children.  It will be interesting to see how this project evolves in the next year or so.

