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 Humana’s school for working children and children of daily laborers holds classes 
from 2pm to roughly 5pm, on the campus of a private school, VMP high school. During 
my last trip in Dec 2007, I had only seen the premises where the classes would be held. 
The school started in July 2008 and this was the first time I met the children, the teachers 
and the new principal (Chhagan Sharma). My sister in law, Garima and I reached the 
school a little before 2pm. Chhagan Jee, on his two wheeler, had met us on the closest 
main road and guided our car inside the slum area. We left the car a few meters away 
from the school and walked on the narrow lanes to get to the school campus. 
 Chhagan Jee led us to a small office in a corner past a verandah and a classroom 
where the classes are held. There are other classrooms in the school campus but 
Humana’s teachers and children only use the verandah and one classroom. The floor of 
the verandah was covered with a carpet and the classroom had desks and chairs. I was 
later told that the older (class 3 and 4) children are taught in the classroom and the 
younger (class 1 and 2) are taught in the verandah. The children had started to gather in  
the verandah, some with small bags, a few others just strolling in, some holding their 
younger siblings. We were introduced to Sunita, one of the teachers and Manoranjan, an 
intern from Humana’s teacher training program. Sunita and Chhagan Jee told us about the 
teachers’ backgrounds and the latest happenings at Humana and the school. Chhagan Jee 
has gone through the teacher training with Humana. Sunita did not train with Humana but 
had teaching experience with other NGO's prior to joining this school. They didn’t know 
much about Asha's working and were excited to meet an Asha-Austin volunteer. 
 While we were talking, I heard the children reciting something together and went 
out to see what was happening. All the children were standing in the verandah and were 
saying a prayer with their hands folded and eyes closed. Then they sang the Indian 
National anthem. Once they finished, I went back to the office as Chhagan Jee and Sunita 
wanted to talk a little more. Manoranjan and two more teachers from the local 
community were guiding the children. 
 Garima stayed outside and started interacting with the children. Shortly after I 
went in, I heard loud clapping and came out to find a child being rewarded with a glass 
full of Fanta (which had been brought for us by the school teachers). To get the children 
to start talking, Garima had given them the ‘Fanta incentive’ to come out, introduce 
themselves and sing a song or recite a poem or do a dance. It was effective. One by one, 
many children came out and showed off their talents. I noticed the children sat in 3 
groups - the youngest ones (3-4 year olds) to the far right close to the entrance, and the 
oldest ones on the left most side. They were divided into 3 classes. There were roughly 
60 children. 
 It was mostly the older children who were coming out to introduce themselves. I 
tried to talk to the younger children. They slowly warmed up and started responding to 
my questions and were quite at ease by the end. Some of them were too young to be in 
school, they had come with their older siblings. We made the older children read the 



charts hanging on the walls and a couple of them were able to read them fluently. Some 
others seemed to be shy and/or self-conscious and were unable to read. Sunita later 
explained that those children could read slowly but when put in a relatively 'public' 
situation they were a little too afraid to even try. 
 Garima and I had bought some sweets for the children. The teachers also needed 
to hand out some stationary to the children, and they wanted Garima and I to do it. 
Meanwhile, Chhagan Jee had sent the word out into the community to call the parents of 
the children to school. We gave away the sweets and stationary to each child as he/she 
introduced him/herself to everyone present. It took almost an hour and by the time the 
last of the children finished their introductions, a small crowd had gathered in the school. 
Some of them were parents of the school children while others were just curious about 
the unusual activities in the school. There was also a group of children who did not attend 
school but were just there to see the ‘fun’. We gave sweets to everyone present. I talked 
to the parents and all of them seemed pleased with the functioning of the school. They 
were mostly glad that their children had a neighborhood school to go to. A few of the 
parents admitted that their children were too young to actually 'study' but they still sent 
them to this academy in the hope that the children would learn some discipline and may 
be start studying in due course of time. 
 While we were busy interacting with the children and their parents, I had noticed 
a foreign woman with a camera. She was talking to the children and taking photographs. 
Chhagan Jee told us that the woman was from Denmark and was doing an internship with 
Humana as a part of a program she was studying in her country. Her name was Olga. We 
met her and discussed her work a little. I also got a chance to have a word with the 
teachers about their relationship with Humana. They were very happy to be working for 
Humana and always got their salaries on time. 
 We saw a few of the records that the teachers kept – the parent-teacher meeting 
log, the medical log, the attendance register, the sports and cultural activity log etc. The 
records seemed regular, quite detailed and well kept. It was almost time for us to leave. 
Chhagan Jee also wanted us to meet the landlady to giver her a clearer picture of the 
people from the funding agency. We met her briefly and thanked her for her support in 
letting the school use her premises. After that we walked back to our car. 
 Overall, I was impressed with the dedicated work that the Humana teachers cum 
community mobilizers were putting into the school, the children and the community. 
When I met the children, I realized that a lot of effort must be required to discipline the  
children enough to get them to sit, listen and follow. It seems trivial but there are good 
reasons for this to become quite a task. First, it seemed that a lot of these children were in 
a school setting for the first time. So they have little idea about the purpose of going to 
school. Secondly, while Humana tries to educate the parents about paying more attention 
to their children’s studies and overall wellbeing, a few parents don’t respond positively. 
They let their children wander aimlessly or watch TV all the time and do not provide any 
guidance at home. Their children do attend school but do not put in any effort. Therefore, 
all children will probably not benefit equally from what was being taught. Those with 
even a little prior knowledge or those who were a little more disciplined at home would 
learn quicker than others. The amount of difference this school can make is as dependent 
on the community itself as on Humana. 
 


