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I. Introduction
I arrived in Kanpur on 24 March early in the morning after taking an overnight bus from Varanasi the night before.  I traveled Govind Sharma who works with Vallabh in Kaithi.  Govind has become my defacto guide and translator during my initial orientation process.  After having been introduced to Mahesh in earlier in the day, we went to Apna Ghar in the evening to meet the children and to settle in.  My recollections of the introductions are hazy since I was very exhausted, but I found the children were very eager to learn about me and asked a lot of questions.  About half of them spoke some very rudimentary English.  Each of them introduced themselves and explained their respective responsibility in the hostel. Pradip, the hostel cook and caretaker explained his duties as well.  The children also told me what type of work they used to do when they worked in the brick fields.  Before bed, they sang several revolutionary songs they knew by heart.  It was very moving.    

In this report I will summarize the inner workings of the hostel as well as my experiences during my stay to the best of my ability.  I have compiled a separate report regarding my visits to the school sites.

II. Structure
Apna Ghar Boys Hostel is located in the district of Nankari in Kanpur just outside of the IIT Campus.  I have been told the Nankari Village is considered a lower-middle-class area, a description I find apt.  As some previous reports have mentioned, it is not the most aesthetically pleasing place with open sewers, garbage, and feral animals abound.  There are frequent power outages and often the entire village is plunged into darkness.  On the positive side, the local inhabitants are very friendly and during my time there I never once felt unsafe.  Most of the villagers are either shopkeepers or work at IIT.  Needless to say, there rarely if ever are foreigners staying within the limits of Nankari so I attracted quite a few stares when walking about.  

The hostel itself is a converted home with two large rooms and one smaller room mainly used for storage.  The hostel has a small kitchen and a large space on the roof.  There are 2 washing areas and one bathroom.  Additionally, there is a large portico area that is used to store shoes and bikes.  Each of the two large rooms is well lit with a fan and decorated with art and poems.  There are multiple computers with internet access, one of which the children may use.  The kitchen basically has room for one person at a time (Pradip) and the state of the bathroom is about what you might expect for the approximately 15+ people who regularly live in the hostel.  Overall, the hostel is a clean pleasant place if not a little cramped.  

There are 12 boys at the hostel ages 10-14.  All of their parents are migrant laborers who work in the U.P. brick fields.  Some are from other parts of U.P., but most are from the state of Bihar.  Before moving into the hostel on a permanent basis, they would migrate with their families between their villages and the brick fields.  This disrupted their already tenuous education at the school centers and made Asha’s work even more difficult.  The hostel allows these boys to have a permanent place of residence year-round so they concentrate on their education.   
The hostel is run by Mahesh who manages all aspects of day-to-day life there.  His role is also that of a parent who provides both discipline and compassion to the boys. It is clear the boys have a great attachment to him and vice versa.  

 Pradip cooks for the hostel and holds regular exercise sessions for the boys early in the morning.   He also performs numerous other miscellaneous duties in addition to teaching a center and is an indispensable part of hostel management.  

Kishn Vayas stays at the hostel as well and is in charge of procuring food for Apna Ghar and all other local centers.  Additionally, there are multiple volunteers from IIT who regularly come to the hostel to teach and interact with the children.  The doors there are always open to anyone who wants to come and help out.

III. Observations

The first thing that struck me about the boys other than their genuine friendliness and curiosity was their dedication to learning.  I awoke multiple times during my stay at 3am in the morning to the sound of an alarm going off.  I came to find out the younger children who were in school at the time were waking up early to study for exams.  The older boys who were on break from school spent at least six hours a day studying as well.  It was truly amazing to see how much time all of them spent on their school work.  This is something I have never witnessed before; certainly not at any educational institution I attended in the U.S.

Furthermore, it appeared as though they actually enjoyed learning and doing school work.  I never once heard a complaint or saw any reluctance on the part of the boys in regards to their studies.  They also did their chores without anyone asking and always helped me set up my mosquito net.  One could argue they displayed this behavior because the alternative to living at Apna Ghar and going to school is so abominable, and that would be a fair point.  I have no doubts all of the boys are well aware how much better their situation is away from the brick fields.  However, I do feel their motivation to learn is basically intrinsic.  I have a hard time believing Mahesh would ever resort to the threat “study or its back to the fields”…  The boys there study because they want to do well and because they want a better life.  They told me they wanted to become teachers, doctors and serve in the military.  I’m sure it is difficult to find such self-aware children at such a young age.  (I will also add that they do not study all of the time and have ample opportunity to play football or cricket or just be boys.)  
They are also very well behaved, very courteous and very kind.  The constant harassment and haranguing most children of that age group engage in was almost entirely absent.  The only issue was the first evening I arrived when Mahesh called a group meeting to work out a problem between two boys over some playground taunting.  After explaining the hostel rules and appropriate behavior and hearing from both parties Mahesh disciplined one of the boys with 24 hours silence.  Anyone who knows the boy in question will know how difficult that was for him, but he bore it well and did not misbehave the rest of the time I was there.
From what I saw the hostel is run as efficiently as possible.  The boys are unquestionably well cared for and do not go hungry.  Mahesh maximizes every Rupee of his budget and there is no extravagant or wasteful spending.  The children have just about everything they need with the exception of their families.

IV. Recommendations
My recommendations are regarding issues Mahesh and Asha are undoubtedly aware of.  The main one is the issue of space.  If the hostel is ever going to expand more space and a new location are absolutely essential.  Nankari has the benefit of its proximity to IIT, but a bigger house and more land is definitely preferable.  I will also add that the space considerations should take into account the adults that live at the hostel as well.  As charming as the boys are, it can be a bit much to constantly live in such close confines with a large group of children.  For the mental well-being of the adults I recommend a separate living quarters.  If the hostel project is ever expanded this would also help entice other Asha employees to take the position if they are able to take their family with them.  
The other issue is learning facilities.  The boys have what they need for studying, but not much else.  More books, computers and learning materials would be very helpful.  However, if the choice is between supplying the 12 at Apna Ghar and finding space for more children from the brick fields I can certainly understand opting for the latter.
I believe it is highly critical Asha members keep abreast of the progress at Apna Ghar and future hostels.  Regular note taking, progress reports and site visits are essential.  If a longitudinal study can track these boys through their school years up to university and beyond it will be an essential tool in finding new funding for these projects.  Removing these boys from child labor is a highly laudable project on its own merits, but the ability to allow them to become highly functioning members of society working for social change is revolutionary and will open many eyes both in India and abroad.    

