Shristi Special Academy – site visit by Gaurav Agarwal.

I had gone to visit the rural (main) campus of Shristi on December 22nd, 2005. The school was as such closed for Christmas vacations and there were no children present that day. The teachers were attending a training session, on campus, by a renowned audiologist from Bangalore. Then I had the chance to visit the Basaveshwarnagar branch and the main campus on January 2nd, 2006.

I met Sharon and Rosie and they gave me a tour of the campus. The campus was located in Chennenhalli village which was off Magadi Road, on the outskirts of Bangalore. The directions to the place are not very difficult to follow, though the roads are quite bad. This was a two acre property donated by Jayashree Prasad. They are currently in the process of trying to acquire a neighboring piece of land (~ 1 acre) but it is very expensive and they are looking for support for the land purchase. 

First we saw the dining room and kitchen. Motorola had sponsored the chairs and tables in the dining room. Before this the children sat on the floor. It all had the look of a very clean and modern canteen/mess. The tables for the children were arranged facing each other, so that the teachers could easily monitor them and help them if required. After the meals, the children were taught to wash their utensils and put them in the proper place. In the kitchen, the cooking utensils had also been provided by Motorola. In all it was a very clean kitchen with large, shiny stainless steel utensils. There was a small storage room for the food like daals, rice, flour, etc. The containers for the food had been donated by Iflex Solutions. It was good to see that the booming high-tech industry in neighboring Bangalore was coming forward to help. The cook had been working with Shristi from the beginning. On both the occasions, I had lunch there and I must say that the food was excellent. 

There was a person who lived on the property with his family and acted as the watchman and also took care of a small kitchen garden. They were growing some greens like pudina, dhania and some vegetables in an effort to off-set some of the costs of food and it also provided a direct source of fresh and healthy vegetables. Children are provided with breakfast, lunch and an evening snack. They come in at 10:00 and they are there till around three. The younger children leave after lunch. 

Children come to school by buses run by Shristi. There are two buses, which pick up the children from various parts in Bangalore, drops the little ones to Basaveshwarnagar and then brings the others to Chennenhalli campus. The teachers are also picked up by the buses and they normally try and keep the children busy during the bus ride. Some children have very short attention spans, or they are not comfortable traveling in the bus. So they are picked last so that they spend as little time in the bus as possible. This results in the bus ride becoming longer than required. The monthly cost for running the bus is around 35,000. Iflex solutions is sponsoring the running costs of one of the buses. Recently one bus had an accident and there were additional expenses in repairing the bus. There is also the expense of paying the driver, the insurance and other non-recurring expenses like the replacement of seat covers. 

There are classes in the building adjacent to the kitchen. There is the Chiguru unit sponsored by Vibha. It is like a free play school for the children from the surrounding villages. These children spend half a day till lunch time. Shristi tries and identifies learning disabilities in children at a very young age, because this can be corrected by intervention through teaching methods/ therapy. They provide food to the children to address nutritional deficiencies they may be facing at home. This is not exclusively for children with special needs. 

There is the Autism unit which is handled by Pushpalatha. Next to that is the Respite Care Unit, which is meant for children with severe mental retardation. There is also the physiotherapy room with the physiotherapist coming in every week. All the children are evaluated regularly and ones with problem are given more time. Overall at Shristi, the children are taught basic life skills so that they can take care of themselves and be as independent as possible. 

Then there is the office next door and the workshop next to it. In the workshop children are taught various skills like book-binding, tailoring, candle-making, making organic phenyl, etc. They make a variety of products like books, folders, scented candles, jute bags, mobile covers, etc and try to sell them to corporates especially during festivals like Diwali, Christmas and New Year.

In the workshop the students first undergo the pre-vocational training. Here they are taught some basic skills which would help them in the vocational training, like counting, sorting, days of the week, date, time, colors, etc. In the next stage, the children try out various tasks involved in the different vocational skills and according to their interest they are trained in a particular skill. Next, they actually start helping to make products in the workshop. For children who start working in the workshop, Shristi gives the children some money. Most of the children come from a very poor background and the vocational training helps the children become financially independent to some extent. 

I got a chance to speak to a teacher sponsored by Asha-Austin, Pushplatha. I met the kids she taught in the Autism unit. One of them was a very good singer and he loved singing for people visiting. He sang a very nice Bhajan for me. Pushplatha also showed me how they maintained files on all the children and tracked their progress. The teachers made daily notes on all the children they were teaching, and this was entered into files maintained for each child. They also maintain all medical records of the children. 

There was a building construction going on, in the campus, to add more facilities and to eventually move everybody from the Basaveshwarnagar location to the main (rural) campus. (Supported by Timken)

The Basaveshwarnagar branch is being run in a rented house. The little ones study/learn/play here before they move onto the main campus. It was good fun playing with the children. I met Abitha (another teacher sponsored by Asha Austin) while she was taking class for the little ones. It involved learning through playing, for example, children learned muscle coordination by playing with different types of objects. 

A sort of obstacle path was setup and the children had to cross it. It required the children to balance and walk on a narrow strip, bend and crawl under bars, move through hoops, and jump from a mini trampoline. The children seemed to be having fun too. The newer children were having some difficulty while others who had done it before were quicker. 

I met this little girl who had two other siblings at Shristi. Sharon told me how the other two siblings were already at Shristi and they had told the mother that this was most likely a genetic defect. They had tried convincing the mother not to have any more children but then there was too much of family pressure. In this case Shristi had followed up with the mother and the child, right from the pregnancy to the birth, so that they could start helping the child as early as possible. This little girl was brought into Shristi very early. 

In the workshop I met Ismail and his mother, who live in the village nearby. He does not speak and he used to wander off and get lost, so his family used to keep him tied with at home. Now he works in the workshop and his mother teaches stitching in the workshop. 

I visited the rural campus on 2nd January with Suchi, one of the founders of Shristi. All the kids were very excited to be back to school after the Christmas break. We met the children as they were returning to classes from lunch, and all of them very enthusiastically greeted us a “Happy New Year”. They all said that they were glad to be back from the break. In fact the children liked school so much that they questioned holidays. When parents told children that there was no school on a particular day, some of the children would have to call up school and speak to Suchi/Sharon before they were convinced of the same and some even made their parents take them to school. 

Most of the children at Shristi come from a very poor background. For people who can afford to pay the fees, Shristi charges about Rs. 2500/month while people who cannot afford to pay, pay as much as they can. Some families have multiple children at Shristi, so it not possible for them to contribute much.

Cisco, Sapient, HP are some other companies that have come forward to help Shristi. Volunteers from these companies have spent time helping out on weekends on the main campus, taking the children for a picnic, organizing events etc. 

Suchi and Sharon said that because they had got support for some of the teachers, they were able to send all the teachers for training. They try and send the teachers to different centers/conferences/institutes to help them learn and improve. At that time, some teachers were taking classes/attending a workshop on Special Education at Mount Carmel College, Bangalore. They sent teachers for training to other places like Delhi and Hyderabad. 

Teacher retention can be an issue since a lot of special education schools have come up right in the middle of Bangalore, which charge a good amount of money and are able to provide good salaries to teachers. This is one reason why the teachers need to be paid quite well, apart from the fact that most of them are well qualified and well trained.

