Prayas (Jhalana, Raja Park) Site Visit
September 11, 2008

My visit started at around noon time on Thursday September 11, 2008. I’d called Ms Jatinder on Wednesday night to check on whether and where I can meet her. Ms. Jatinder primarily operates from Jahalana Institutional Area location. As the address indicates, this school is in an institutional location which has several government and private institutions. While asking for directions, it was apparent that people around were well aware of Prayas.

I met Ms Jatinder and Mr. Mohla (responsible for day to day operations and other administrative matters) and talked about the progress and challenges. Ms Jatinder indicated that currently, funding for Raja Park School is the most important priority for them. Funding from CRY will end this year and so they are very actively looking for other funding sources. Another area of concern is getting qualified and motivated teachers.
Next, Mr. Mohla took me around the school building, which is a three story structure. The school is very well built and maintained. At the back of the main building Prayas has a shed which houses the kitchen and also a place to work on raw materials for wax based products.

We then went around all the classrooms. It was lunch time and in all the rooms there were teaches helping kids with their lunch. Jhalana School is for special needs kids and thus it is important to have teachers help kids learn basic activities such as eating food by themselves, washing hands and keeping themselves clean. Some kids had brought their own lunch and the rest were having food prepared at the site. Prayas is also trying to cater lunch to customers in and around the institutional area.
Each class had 8-12 kids (depending on their learning levels) and each class had 1-2 teachers. Where there were two teachers, one of them was an intern, working on a Diploma for special education being run by Prayas at this site.

All teachers were helping kids and seemed keen to work with the kids. I talked to several teachers and felt them motivated to work and help kids. A few teachers took pride in showing children’s notebooks, the good work and progress kids have been making (being able to sit on their own and pay attention, hold a pencil, figure out colours and associate colours with objects, tell time by looking at a clock, handicrafts…).
After lunch, students continued their classes and I got to interact with some during these sessions. One of the classes had the most advanced level of kids and in my observation they seemed ready to get into mainstream classes. Kids were knowledgeable about what was being taught and were able to answer questions, primarily posed by their teacher.

Most classes are located at the first and second floor. Third floor has two halls used for Diploma Course teaching and training activities. First floor also has a physical therapy room, where a doctor makes visits twice a day. Here kids who need physical therapy are treated. There is a potential plan to partition this room to setup a hearing therapy/learning station with the help of a volunteer from UK.

Also at the first floor, one of the larger rooms is set aside for vocational training. Kids are being taught to make products with traditional handicraft, papier-mâché, wax and tie-n-dye prints. Prayas is also working with a nearby Dairy where some of the older kids can help out.
Next, Ms Jatinder took me to Raja Park location. It is about 5 KMs from Jhalana location. This is an integrated school in a residential location. School has about 7 class rooms and each had 15-25 students. We went around each of the class room and interacted with students. In every class, students were very enthusiastic about talking about their work and showing the notebooks which had some “good” and “excellent” sign-offs from teachers. In one of the classes – believe it was Sixth Std, two students recited poems and I was impressed with the children’s imagination and diction.
Since the number of rooms is limited, at times they double up two classes in one room. I saw two such classes. Prayas seem to be able to do so in cases where children were given work and could do it on their own.
Raja Park location also has a music teacher and he along with a student performed a song – which was quite impressive. This girl has been granted admission to well known (don’t remember the name) institution to pursue musical education.
I did not interact with too many teachers at Raja Park, because I wanted to go around and talk to kids more and it was pretty close to the end of the school day. Teachers with whom I did interact seemed up to the job.
Kids were all neatly dressed and some were very chatty when I interacted with them. Each class had a couple of special needs students and they all seemed very happy and seemed to be no different than other students in the class.

In all I spent about ¾ of an hour at Raja Park School and felt that besides the limited space, the school is doing well. I did not talk about space issue with Ms Jatinder, but since funding is the top priority, this can perhaps wait till later. School did have children with special needs and they were learning.

After Raja park visit, Ms Jatinder and I came back to Jhalana Park School. Here teachers spend an extra hour after regular class time to access the day’s activities and plan for next day. I did not take part in this exercise.
Back at Jhalana location, I met with two volunteers – One from Germany and another from UK. Volunteer from Germany was a recent graduate and has spent a few months at the school, September 11th was his last day at Prayas. I talked to him a bit and he seemed to be very satisfied with his experience at Prayas. The volunteer from UK is associated with special education in UK and is trying to evaluate whether she can try some of the learning techniques at Prayas. She was very enthusiastic about Prayas. Besides these volunteers there was a group of Japanese students who were visiting Prayas on this day to check on whether they’d like to volunteer. They are affiliated with an international organization (?) which helps find volunteering opportunities across the world. Ms Jatinder also mentioned about a UIUC volunteer Laura (not sure of the name!) and was very impressed with her volunteering work and especially her enthusiasm and dedication at Prayas. At Ms Jatinder’s office I also met Mr. Gautam Patel who is on special deputation to Rajasthan’s Chief Minister. Mr. Patel was very enthusiastic about Prayas and talked about various ways in which Prayas can enlist help.
Overall the visit went very well. I’m quite impressed by Ms Jatinder’s dedication to Prayas and progress that has been made till date. Ms Jatinder emphasized on the higher quality of education being provided at Prayas (compared to Government run institutions) and that there is pretty much no attrition at Jhalana School. Both at Raja Park and Jhalana I saw happy and enthusiastic kids, which for me is an important measure of how kids are doing at school.
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