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Chintan: Site Visit Report: December 2006 

Site visit by Siddharth Ramachandran (siddharthramachandran@yahoo.com) on Dec. 20, 2006. 

While in Delhi, I contacted the coordinator of Chintan, Lavanya Marla, on Dec. 19th to ask if I 
could conduct a site visit the following day. Lavanya readily agreed and arranged it despite the 
short notice. On Dec. 20th, I started my visit at the Chintan office around 1 PM and spent the 
rest of the afternoon visiting schools run by Chintan. I was introduced to Ram Singh, a teacher 
at the Nizamuddin center, who accompanied me to all the centers. We visited 2 sites where 
classes are usually held, because Lavanya indicated that both these sites have afternoon 
schools that should be in session: 

1. Hope Foundation school at Nizamuddin: 

The area around the Nizamuddin bridge has a large population of rag pickers, and Chintan 
collaborates there with a local organization (Hope Foundation). Hope has a pukka building in 
which they hold several classes, and I was taken to a classroom that Ram Singh described as a 
Chintan class. There were approximately 8 students in the classroom, and they were of ages 
ranging from 4 to 15. I presumed that this was one of Chintan’s bridge classes described in their 
proposal, where a variety of students at different class levels work towards being fast-tracked to 
regular schools. However, speaking to Ram Singh and the teacher did not help confirm this or 
otherwise help understand how one class could cater to students at so many different levels. 

I also briefly met Pritha Ghosh, who was the head of the Hope school, but was in the process of 
leaving that job and in fact taking up a part-time responsibility as the education coordinator for 
Chintan. She gave an eloquent description of the fast-track process that Chintan uses to get 
children into regular schools – a unique attribute of Chintan, I believe. 

I asked Ram Singh if we could go the Chintan classes under the bridge itself, since that is 
where he teaches (not at this Hope building). However, he mentioned that there were no 
classes running currently. I did not understand why he wouldn’t be enthusiastic about taking a 
visitor to meet a group of people/children with whom he regularly interacts. 

2. Chanakyapuri: 

These are the classes that Asha is currently funding, and at the office Lavanya mentioned that 
there are two sites – Vivekananda Camp and Sanjay Camp. I asked her about classes in the 
Pilanji Cluster, since that is name of the site we had specifically funded, but she mentioned that 
there must have been some error in Chintan’s original description in the proposal to Asha, since 
there are no classes held there. 

The Vivekananda Camp site we visited was: (a) supposed to have an ongoing class, and        
(b) supposed to have ~25-30 students (overall, our funding was for ~80 students – presumably 
the rest are at Sanjay camp, though neither Lavanya nor Ram could confirm that). However, it is 
very hard to believe that the small opening under a tree that I was shown could seat even 10 
children, let alone 25-30. I met the rag pickers and their children at this site, and was told that 
the teacher comes 3 times a week for approximately 1-2 hours, usually between noon and 2pm. 
Since there were no classes being held and there were no teachers at the site, we just chatted 
at length with the rag pickers and ended the site visit.  

Here too, when I asked if we could visit the other site – Sanjay Camp – Ram Singh was not too 
enthusiastic because no classes were being held there. 
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Impressions/Summary 

I was left a bit confused by this site visit. It appeared that there were discrepancies between the 
Chintan proposal, which Asha funded, and what I saw on the ground – specifically, (a) classes 
were not being held when the coordinator of the organization mentioned they would be, (b) the 
sites I visited seemed incapable of being an operation for as many as ~80 students (as 
proposed), (c) the coordinator did not give me a clear classification of the sites – as in, 
operational, shut down, to-be-started (one example of this is that the Pilanji Cluster which was 
mentioned in the Asha proposal apparently does not have any classes running). 

I was also confused about the exact set of activities we had funded. The Asha funding was for 
one full-time social worker and one full-time teacher, along with money for some expendables 
(books, etc.). However, the conversations with the rag pickers at the Vivekananda Camp led me 
to believe that there was no more than 2hrs x 3 days = 6 hrs/week of contact between the 
Chintan group and the rag pickers. 

Prologue 

I think the above observations need extensive follow-up actions, primarily by the project 
custodians (currently Rakesh Naini and I). What is the root cause of the discrepancies between 
the objectives stated in the proposal and what I saw on the ground? These could be numerous, 
including the fact that the brief snapshot I witnessed was totally non-representative. The 
following questions must be addressed: 
•  Are these “teething” problems with a new organization? 
•  Was the absence of the teachers and coordinators, and most importantly, the lack of a 

contact person at Chintan who could adequately and precisely describe their activities, due 
to the fact that it was close to the Christmas holiday? 

•  Chintan clearly had an excellent program proposal at the macro level, based on which Asha 
funding was provided. Do we need to focus on the micro-level details on how this is actually 
implemented? 

To address these concerns, Rakesh and I had a detailed chat with Bharati Chaturvedi (Chintan 
president currently in Washington, DC, on an extended absence from Chintan) and came up  
with a checklist of activities (project details, status-update reports, regular phone calls with 
Chintan volunteers). In addition, the new education coordinator at Chintan, Pritha Ghosh, has 
been identified as the person for all future contacts with Asha. We have received the 1st detailed 
report on this project, and had the 1st (fruitful) phone chat with Pritha. This has already helped in 
clarifying some aspects of this project – the report contains a detailed budget and description of 
the kind of activities for which Asha funds are being used, and the phone call helped, among 
other things, in identifying the sites in which Asha-funded activities are being run. We will 
continue these contacts and schedule a few more site visits in the following 3-6-month timescale 
to get a better understanding of how Asha and Chintan can work together towards educating 
children of rag pickers in Delhi. 

 

Siddharth Ramachandran 
April 13, 2007 


