Conference Call on Prayas 
(follow-up to Karl’s site visit in October 2010)

Date/Time: October 17, 2010; 9:30pm CDT

Attendees: Karl, Ram, Ankur, Jayram
#Prayas: Prayas goal is really to remove barriers in society, poverty, disability, religion. Prayas began and remains most focused on special needs children, hearing impaired, developmentally disabled, intellectually impaired, etc. However, in numerical terms, the majority of its kids are not special needs children, albeit poor.

##Site Visitor: Second visit to Prayas, first two years back. Previously projects coordinator and volunteer at Asha Urbana - Champaign.

##Location: Prayas has four centers.

### Jhalana: Their main center and houses their non-integrated programs for special needs children as well as their vocational program and training programs for teachers and postgraduates. Hearing impaired class with an ISL teacher.

### Raja Park: Largest, best space, integrated program also. Had a foreign intern from Finland volunteering, she could speak English with the 8th std class, they could understand. 

### Sanganer: A bit cramped, location is also somewhat of an issue. Judging by confidence, English the kids are somewhat less well taught than the other centers. Puneet also expressed some concern that it was hard to run this school because of its distance. It is not that teaching is inadequate, the kids are clearly being educated, it is just the other schools are better off. (as specific, the oldest kids at Amagrargh and Raja Park could speak with me just a bit in English, this was not the case at Sanganer)

### Amagargh: Most cramped, bad lighting in classroom, but least well off community, school itself quite good. Programs for women including stitching classes. Chronic space issues show only some signs of improvement.

Karl started out by summarizing his trip:
· Karl visited Prayas in Jaipur in the first week of October, 2010

· It would be very useful to maintain directions/coordinates to all our projects: sometimes these can be very hard to find

· Jhalana is getting funding from government: it is diff from other 3 centers, lots of specialized programs, one of the pre-eminent programs in India, diploma programs for special ed teachers
· Puneet Bhansali is the person leading the day to day programs right now. He has an MBA (Marketing) and international work experience. His hometown is in Rajasthan and he moved back to be close to home. He seems like a very capable and enthusiastic person.
· Prayas has been obtaining internships for their children in the 14-16 age group: local businesses, hotels, etc – looking to expand these opportunities but they want to careful that these remain educational experiences and do not become full time employment for the children.
· Community visits are routine, nearly daily practice for an hour or so after school, for all of the teachers: so essentially all teachers have extra duties as social workers. Interact with parents, discuss various issues.

· Prayas aims to address several issues in a comprehensive manner: they work at the community level on a case by case basis, e.g education of girls  
· Quality of teaching may be a little bit lower at Sanganer compared to other schools
· Based on RTE: NGO schools need to register with the government, Karl believes this places minimal burden on the project
· Funding: Sanganer is facing 18% shortfall because they are struggling to provide accurate budget estimates due to lead times. Need to remain in communication with the project. Asha needs to discuss how to address this issue.

· Having difficulty recruiting mainly since they cannot pay enough. Government schools pay as much as Rs12000 (compared to Rs5000 at Prayas). Some teachers join just due to the prestige of Prayas.

· If we decided to do a formal fund-raising dinner, Prayas could provide some very good publicity material (live video feed, recorded videos): they would be a good candidate. They have a very good reputation.
· Internships at Prayas: they have had mixed experiences. They are looking for somebody who wants to deal with poor and special needs kids. Somebody who understands what they are getting into and wants to contribute. 
· Prayas-wide staff meetings on second Saturdays: they use case studies about specific kids as learning experiences. This would be interesting to document during the next site visit.
Questions:
Ankur: Is SAC on child by child basis? How do they appeal to donors?

Have Prayas identify children who are good candidates. Perhaps 10-12 children from each school (disabled kids). Discuss with project how much interaction to allow between children and donors. 
Ankur: Is the SAC program at Prayas active?

The impression Karl got was that it is not currently active. Clarify the status with Prayas.
Ram: Does Prayas have people who can put together documentation for use in seeking other funding

They use interns to help out with drafting grant applications. They do not have anybody dedicated to this. Could have a dedicated Asha volunteer handle this. Find a dedicated volunteer (e.g something like an intern from DKD who would do this for 6-8wees)
Ankur: Question about ISL (Indian Sign Language).
They have a teacher who teaches ISL. They don’t formally teach ISL but use it as a medium of instruction for hearing impaired kids. This is used for all age groups: 9-16 years. They had some hearing aids through a government scheme – but these were not very good. So the kids preferred not to use them and they were quite independent without these. 
Ankur: What is the first language these deaf kids learn?
Identify them at an early age. Teach them their native language first – this is the procedure followed internationally.

Ankur’s suggestion: Pick a particular school (Amargarh/Sanganer whichever) and help them improve by setting specific goals – rather than moving funding to a different school each year. 
Jayram: Do you know the status of Tata funding for Raja Park - are they renewing it for 2011, if not does Prayas have any alternate plans yet?

I don't believe they are renewing, but I am not sure when specifically the grant ends.

Jayram: Did you have the opportunity to discuss Prayas' involvement with government schools? Has this interaction been beneficial to Prayas - has it helped them secure some government funding or got them good contacts/ improved their visibility within the government bureaucracy?

"help Prayas" is kind of an interesting way to phrase it. Prayas' goal is inclusive education for all, poor, disabled, etc. To that extent, by expanding its programs to government schools, Prayas has become much more effective in achieving its goals.


We discussed quite a bit, though I had a hard time getting a clear explanation of the precise program other than that Prayas staff would go to government schools to assist and train teaching staff. I only missed out on observing because of Navaratri was starting and government schools were closed. Part of the lack of understanding is really that Prayas' view of its own organization is not as clearly defined as like for profit company or many US nonprofits. (as another example they have their home services, it's one or two staff that would otherwise be at Jhalana and part time help from some of raja park's staff. 


Prayas already has government funding via Jhalana center. They have a pretty high visibility in the government already as they are part of the National trust and were visited by the president in about 2007. Bill Clinton also visited once. 


I do get the sense that since RTE got serious, the SSA started taking more interest. This is not anyway for Prayas to increase its funding for other programs, except by something like Star foundation grants. It'd be good to ask who is getting paid for that though. 

Jayram: Are any of the diploma program graduates joining Prayas?


They don't have the best luck getting diploma program students to join. Firstly for many diploma students, they honestly don't care too much about the issues, it's more of a requirement. 


Prayas still feels it's VERY beneficial because in this case when teachers encounter disabilities of any sort, they have appropriate expectations. From a pedagogical perspective, the main problem is the ignorance of most teachers, willingness to just ignore students with disabilities because "they can't learn", "won't ever have a job, etc". Again the benefit to Prayas is that this is another aspect of how this NGO is being effective in achieving its goals. I think it'd make them a more compelling organization for innovation-focused grants, etc.


Once again, verify with Puneet, but besides the issue of wanting to work with special needs students, the low salary at Prayas is a disincentive. They do have a couple young teachers, but the young teachers tend not to stay long.

Action Items/further discussions:

1) Can we leverage Prayas’ SAC program to connect potential donors directly
2) How do we address the huge disparity in budget estimates (and budget shortfalls) due to lead times (we require projects to submit proposal a whole year before they actually incur expenses)? 
· Submit proposal as late as possible

· Communicate with us when they have a problem

· Local fundraising – as a buffer amount
3) How can we leverage Prayas’ resources for project specific fundraising? 
