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Background

Timbaktu Collective is one of earliest organizations funded by Asha for Education and the first organization supported by the New York City/New Jersey chapter. Located in rural Hyderbad, its name originates from the fact that the project is in the middle of nowhere. Our trip to the project required us to take a 6 hour bus from Bangalore to Chikkadpully than catch a ride from a program person for another few miles to the city. The founders of Timbaktu, Mary and Bablu, bought a large tract of land in Andra Pradesh and invited families to join the commune. In total, Timbaktu encompasses 100 families all living on that land. In addition, the collective reaches out to 70 villages in the area. 
Timbaktu is structured such that the staff can operate with a high level of independence. Teachers and other group leaders are allowed to take initiative on any project they are interested in exploring. The central organization does not dominate decision-making. If one person has a new idea, he or she can make a formal proposal to the entire team and arrange the resources to implement the idea. This structure facilitates frequent innovation in the organization.
Timbaktu focuses on the following issues:
Women’s Empowerment
Timbaktu has helped formed hundreds of women’s groups (sanghas) in the areas with roughly 8000 members. The groups focus on microfinance and entrepreneurial initiatives as well women’s rights and legal issues.

Environmental Preservation
Timbaktu’s primary focus is on improving agricultural practices. It is implemented water conservation techniques in rice production, promoting agricultural diversity, soil moisturizing, and terracing. The organization has a wing focused on helping farmers develop, produce, market, eco-friendly products. Timbaktu runs completely on solar power, and the schools reuses water as much as possible. For example, the dirty dishwater used to clean plates is then used to water plants.

Education program

Currently Asha funds expenses related to the education program. The bulk of the funding for the school comes from Terridis Hommes, an organization in Europe which has been supporting Timbaktu for the past nine years. This grant will run out soon, so Timbaktu is looking for another organization to continue supporting it. Addition donations come from local, individual donors.
The Timbaktu education program consists of several components

· Orphanage and school on the Timbaktu compound with classes from  first to seventh standard

· Additional school in Chikkadpully for eighth through tenth standard

· Children’s Resource Center (CRC) in Chikkadpully

· After school activities in a school in Chikkadpully

Orphanage

There are 50 children that are part of the Timbaktu orphanage. Timbaktu only brings children in if they are neglected or live in extremely poor conditions. Wherever possible, it tries to reintegrate children back into their homes.

The “campus” is set up as a group of different complexes. Of the roughly 6-8 buildings, only one (the dormitory) has a pukka roof. All others are extremely well-constructed thatched structures. Dorms are kept comfortable but not luxurious, because the school wants to ensure that children are attending orphanages only when it is difficult to deal with their life at home. There are no beds in the dorm but there are desks and cabinets. 

The organization teaches autonomy and independence to its children. Children learn through projects, like raising gardens and building electronic equipment. We toured the student raised garden on the grounds and watched children build flashlights. The children appeared more dedicated and focused due to this alternative method of teaching. However, as with other alternative teaching schools, they find it difficult to integrate into the traditional school model. Also, though some students are able to complete correspondence college, few students are able to attend four year programs. Many return to agriculture after school.
The orphanage endows students with responsibilities to help maintain discipline in the orphanage. Children are in charge of serving food, cleaning dishes, etc. This responsibility ensures peer enforcement of the basic rules of the orphanage. 

Timbaktu has regular volunteers to work with children on various projects. When we visited, there was one woman from Europe teaching the children arts and crafts and a student from IIT who was building an electronics lab for the children. 

We also visited the Children’s Resource Center.  Timbaktu converted an old industrial shed into a library, vocational training center, and recreational area. The CRC includes 7 computers, large library, and 3 sewing machines. The school is a safe haven for both children of Timbaktu and also other local children. The school’s focus on autonomy is evident in the CRC. Children are given the freedom to explore the computer, library, and other features of the CRC, and we could see how engaged they were in using the resources. We also visited another school facility close to the CRC, which runs after-school programs for children ages 8-10 in the village.

School’s key constraints
Currently, the top priority of Timbaktu is to get funding for the upcoming year and secure another grant in anticipation of the Terradis Hommes grant ending. Also, it is looking for additional teachers, so that it can continue to grow the programs offered.

