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Status Report

(June 2002 – January 2003)
“Everyone is trying to accomplish something big,

not realizing that life is made up of little things”.

- Frank A Clark
On approval of our proposal by ASHA-Stanford, USA six Balwadis (pre-schools) were initiated in various slums spread in the towns of Ambarnath and Ulhasnagar in Thane District of Maharashtra. The first Balwadi started functioning in the first week of June and the other five Balwadis were initiated in a phased manner soon thereafter. The developments that followed in the Balwadis are listed below; this is a broad-brush view of the entire gamut of challenges and successes that transpired during the academic year 2002 - 03.

A) Profile of the Programme: The Balwadis run between Monday – Saturday from 10:00 to 12:00 noon. It remains closed on Sundays and other national/ state holidays. At present there are a total of 150 children attending these Balwadis of which 84 are girls. In few cases the girl-students come to the Balwadi along with their younger siblings – whom they would baby-sit while their parents are out for earning a livelihood. 

B) The beginning of the process: Like in all other good initiatives, we at the Trust had to go through the initial labour pains of building-up this programme. The first two Balwadis were started with a whole-hearted support of community volunteers and representatives who facilitated the process. These community representatives were convinced about the developmental vision of the Trust and the role of Balwadi in impacting learning needs of children form low - income families residing in slums. The other Balwadis could see the light of the day primarily due to sustained liasoning and discussions with the community representatives. The Trust strongly felt that Balwadis should be initiated only after the community representatives are fully convinced of the concept and that there is a genuine need for implementing such a programme. Immediately thereafter the Trust received many requests from community leaders/ representations to start a Balwadi in their slums, but all such requests were politely turned away. The sixth Balwadi which was started in the slum near Ulhasnagar railway station, resulted in a massive brawl with a few residents since one particular lady was running a Balwadi on commercial basis and feared that another Balwadi may threaten her existence. Notwithstanding the fact that the Trust had done a survey and identified many such children between the age of 3-5 who were not attending any school in the same geographical region. Finally a local Shiv Sena leader intervened and could see through the mission of the Trust and he offered that the Balwadi could initially function form the local Shiv Sena Office. In a nutshell, all the Balwadis could be initiated as per schedule due to the personal rapport with the community and consistent efforts made by the Trust team and especially by the President of the Trust. He is personally administering the entire initiative by way of implementation, monitoring and giving a direction to the programme.
C) Resource Mobilization: Mobilizing resources for the Trust was one of the major challenges faced by the Trust. Social Work graduates wanted higher pay packets. A fresh Social work graduate who joined the Trust could not sustain the job profile and the slum environment and dropped out. 
i) Human Resource Mobilization:

· Appointment of Project Co-ordinator: A graduate in social work was appointed as the project co-ordinator to oversee and monitor the developments in the programme, however within a short time she left the job because she was not able to cope-up with working in slums. It was felt found that since Ambarnath is situated 63 kms from Mumbai city and since the programme involved extensive field-work their were few takers for the job. Thereafter those who applied for the job were not found suitable for taking up the responsibilities that the job involved. Finally a lady who is a graduate and a resident of Ulhasnagar took over and has been looking after the day to day affairs of the programme including visiting the Balwadis, providing nutritional supplements, accompanying the doctor to the Balwadis for health check-ups etc. She has demonstrated a great deal of interest in programme commitments and has also shown a keen desire to learn on-the job. In effect she is the link between the teachers, the community and the Trust. 

· Appointment of Project Accountant: A project accountant was appointed to looking into the accounts of the programme. An account of daily expenses is maintained in various registers maintained at the Trust. 
· Appointment of Teachers: The Trust management had taken a conscious decision of taking women from within the respective slums as teachers. This was primarily with the objective of utilizing locally available human resource and also providing them with some source of livelihood to support their families. These women were minimum 12th Std pass, who were found to be enthusiastic and showed willingness to take up the assignment of teaching young children. The identified teachers were then trained by an experienced teacher cum trainer to sharpen their skills in using teaching aids (bought by the Trust), tackling student related problems, toilet training etc.
ii)
Financial Resource Mobilization: Besides the fund-support from ASHA Stanford, the Trust was able to mobilize small funds from the Ness Wadia Foundation based in Mumbai and from other individual contributions.

iii)
Mobilizing Learning Support Systems: The Trust has designed its own need – focussed syllabus which is a combination of both learning from the books as well and learning through games - which would make learning more joy-full. To facilitate this, teaching aids were purchased from various agencies based in Mumbai. These teaching aids include Books for learning and identification of Animals, Numbers/ Numerical, Vegetables, Alphabets (Marathi), Song Books, Rhyme Books, Card Book, Story & Song books like God God Shishu Gite, Bal gite, Card Book, Chimukli Gaani, Bhitra Sasa, Tipu, Akshar Odhaki, Budbud Ghagri, Badbad Gani, Undir Mama, Manjaranchi Dahi Handi, Balgite etc. It also includes toys like Pyramid, Card Design, Ball Game, Zhanjer, Akshaar Mala block game, Puzzle gams etc. Besides for organizing educational shows in each Balwadi a television and VCD/VCR player on hire basis whenever required.

D) Our Approach to Learning:
· Ice – breakers: All most all children who enrolled in the Balwadis were first-timers and it was crucial that the syllabus is designed in such a way that it develops a positive environment where they feel at ease and develop a liking to learning and to the Balwadi. The Teachers were trained to start with ice-breakers to lead the children into active participation in the activities of the Balwadi.

· Learning through songs: The syllabus was designed in a way so that it would appeal to kids, instead of starting with individual activities where the child feels threatened. Initially the classroom activity was focussed on singing songs, this created a lot of excitement and even those children who would stay exceptionally quite would actively participate in singing songs, clapping hands, shaking a leg etc. The teacher played a musical instrument called zhanjer to add some musical touch to the singing of songs. 

· Learning through games: With the rising of energy levels in the classroom by the singing of songs, various educational games where introduced to the children. They were given the liberty to imagine and innovate with various diagrams, designs etc with the help of various educational - toys, this helped the child to learn while playing with pyramids, puzzles, card diagrams, akshar mala etc, it sharpened their eye - hand coordination.

· Learning with ‘peer group’ (through books & charts): Once the children were accustomed to the learning environment in the Balwadi they were formally introduced to Alphabets and Numerical (in Marathi). This was done with the help of a pictorial card book or chart clearly displaying the alphabets and the nearest know object associated with the alphabet or word. The teacher would read out the alphabet (or numerical) loudly to the entire class and then ask the children to repeat it. This helped in the children in associating with a particular alphabet (or numerical) both by ‘seeing’ it and by its related ‘sound’.

· Individual learning: Each child was then introduced to small card book where they could identify the alphabets and numerical. By doing so the teacher was able to identify those children who were unable to identify the alphabets (or numerical) with the accompanying drawing/figure so that she could make special efforts in assisting the child in the ‘learning process’.
· Elementary writing: After the children were familiar with the alphabets (and numerical) they were introduced to writing the alphabets (and numerical) on the black slate. The teacher would write a particular alphabet (or numerical) on the black board and ask the children to write similar alphabet (or numerical) on their individual black- slates. Writing alphabets (or numerical) gave some sort of confidence to the children, since they are able write ‘on their own’.

· Educational Shows: The trust organized shot duration video show with the help of a hired television and a VCR player/ VCD player. The VCD are short stories, which not only draw the attention of the kids it also has an educational value. This exercise helps to re-emphasize classroom learning.

· Learning personal hygiene & cleanliness: Emphasizing the importance of personal hygiene and cleanliness to the children was a part of the learning agenda. The teachers were trained on this aspect so that could generate awareness among the children. Coming from low-income families the children certainly do not wear the best of clothes but the Trust made the parents realize that they should send their children in clean/washed dress.    

E) Other Initiatives:

· Provision of Nutritional Supplements: Most children attending the Balwadis come form low - income background. Given this fact the Trust offers some nutritional supplement everyday. This would include fruits like apple/ banana/orange, biscuits, Chikki, roasted groundnuts etc which is high on proteins & iron.

· Health check-ups: A monthly check-up is organized in every Balwadi, where an allopathic physician visits and conducts a check-up. Generally the doctor has found the children to suffer from minor aliments like cough, chest congestion, fever, colds etc, appropriate medicine is provided o them by the doctor. 

· Observation /celebration of important days: In all Balwadi’s 15th August was celebrated as India’s independence where children sang songs and sweets were distributed to them and their parents who had assemble for the celebration. Similarly other days like birth anniversaries of Chattrapati Shivaji Maharaj, Jawaharlal Nehru and other important leaders were also celebrated. December 6th 2002, was observed as the death anniversary of Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar the father of the Indian Constitution. During all theses functions the children were briefly told about theses great men & women and their contribution to India.

· Teachers Training: The Trust has organized training sessions for all the teachers. A qualified teacher – trainer, who has been teaching primary school students for the last 12 years, facilitated the training programme. The first session of the training involved demonstrating the use of various teaching-aids and the purpose associated with each one of them. In the following training sessions the trainer satisfactorily addressed practical concerns of the teachers.

· Sustaining attendance & enrollment: The priority of the programme was not only to initiate Balwadis in slum areas but also to sustain the attendance and enrollment of the children especially the girl - child. In case of even a single absentee the teacher visit along with the Project Co-ordinator to talk to the parents preferably on a Saturday or a Sunday or a national holiday when the parents are available at home.

· Community Participation/ Co-operation: Every since the registration of the Trust (and even much before that) a great deal of time and effort was made in developing community contact and inspiring some volunteers from within the community. These community leaders/ representatives were of great assistance to help identify children, teachers, talking to the parents of the children and organizing small events at the community level etc.

· Teacher – Trust Management meeting: The President of the Trust has a monthly rendezvous along with teachers, Project Co-operating, Project Accountant, the Executive Committee. The teachers present an overview of their experience in teaching for the benefit of the entire team. All issues faced by the Project Co-ordinator, the project accountant, the teachers, the children, the executive committee is discussed and is collectively addressed under the guidance of the President of the Trust and other Trustees.

F) Accomplishment of the Programme: It has been a modest beginning. The programme team is was greatly motivated since the beginning. They are further inspired by the results of the programme. The community representatives have been very co-operative and active in their support. Some of the highlights of the collective efforts are:   

· Children are now able to tell their names

· Count & Write numbers/ numerical 

· Identify and write alphabets

· Identify different colours

· Identify various fruits and animals

· Recite rhymes and songs

· Solve puzzles both in a group and individually 

· Personal hygiene and cleanliness

G) Plan of action: In the months to follow the Trust will continue to 
a) Further strengthen its present efforts in making learning a joy-full experience for  children 
b) Establish better linkages with the community representatives/volunteers.
c) Create a favorable environment for expansion of the programme into other slums and tribal hamlets.
H) In conclusion: This year has been a great learning experience for everybody associated with the Trust including the Trustees, the project co-ordinator, the project accountant, the teachers, the community representatives/volunteers etc. 

To sum up, we are reminded of Bob Dole who said: 

“When its all over, its not who you were…………its whether you made a difference”. 

Well, we leave that for our work to speak!!

Thank you ASHA - Stanford, for supporting our very first initiative. We look forward towards a lasting partnership. 

Yours sincerely,

Rahul Mane

Managing Trustee
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