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Site Visit Report related to the proposal from Dr. Madhumita Puri
Dr. Madhumita Puri is a Ph.D. in psychology, who has a lot of fire in her to help mentally challenged children. She has been running a school called Prabhat in Shastri Nagar, Delhi ever since 1992. Her Society for Child Development and this school were founded at the same time. Sangeeta and I first went to meet Dr. Puri in her residence at Vasant Kunj, which happens to be nearer IIT than her school sites. It was a stormy night in Delhi, with roads flooded, and there was no electricity in her residence when we reached her house. In the very first meeting, we gathered that she is no doubt a professional in psychology, and what she told us about the state of affairs of the curriculum and teaching methods for children with learning difficulties made sense. She said that there is no documented methodology available in India for these kids, nor a fixed syllabus, and each organization working on this is adopting its own methodology according to its wisdom. I was not very sure, though, when she told me that methods that might be documented outside the country are not directly relevant here.

A few days later, we visited the school of vocational studies, Rajpur Road, Civil Lines, Delhi, and the Prabhat school, Shastri Nagar, Delhi. These visits were actually eye openers. We actually wanted to visit the schools in the absence of Dr. Puri, since we wanted to independently verify her claims about her work. It happened that way, since Dr. Puri had to go to her office (she works part-time in a medical webpage company) before she could come to the School of Vocational Studies. This school is on a land donated by one of the Society members, and has been functional for about 5 years now. They have weaving on handlooms of different sizes and levels of complexity, candle-making, hand-made paper making, making paper envelopes, plaiting waste-cloth to make artefacts, etc as the activities there. The kids who come there are those who study in their Prabhat School until they turn about 16 years of age.

The state of the kids there has to be seen to be believed. Children with different degrees of mental disabilities are there, together contributing to the production activity, learning some skills in the process. These are the kids, who, otherwise would have been abandoned to a corner of their homes for life. It was really heartening to see some of the kids, who had slight retardation, behaving almost like normal kids. It was also shocking to see some of the kids with very severe disability using their limbs to tear newspaper to pieces for use in hand-made paper making.

At this stage, I should clarify regarding the disabilities of kids, for favour of those like me, who might not be aware of its nature and kinds. Spastic kids are those who do not necessarily have a mental disability: they have severe physical disabilities, which prevent them from using their normal intellect in an effective way: these could theoretically be Stephen Hawking, if things worked well. Mental disabilities, on the other hand, result out of malnutrition during pregnancy or infancy, delivery-time emergency resulting from starvation of oxygen to the foetus, etc, or due to genetic causes. Measured by Intelligence quotients, according to Dr. Puri, children with IQ lower than 20% are cases that do not have enough faculties to survive for long. 20-50% could be rated as kids with severe disability, 50-70% could be moderate disability and 70-90% could be called slight disability. Normal IQ range is between 90-110%.

In the school of vocational education, each level of kid finds his/her place and work. For example, some kids have good enough eye-mind-limb coordination to run a complex handloom (even this is a simplified version of the conventional handloom, with fewer foot-pedals). Yet others could be adept at just threading the loom, and a few others could at best move one lever up and down when told to do so. It is commendable that Dr. Puri has come up with a simplified design of a handloom for use by two kids at a time, using which the kids make "poncha"s: the mopping cloths. Some kids can pour molten wax into moulds or "diya"s, and some others could put wick into these. Yet others paint these candles and other kids pack them in cardboard packets. Some kids shred newspaper for hand-made paper pulp, some use a kitchen-mixer for making a pulp out of these, and yet others use a sieve to make paper and board out of the pulp. They had conducted a cultural program in India International Centre, Delhi for which all invitations were printed on the hand-made paper made by these kids.

Funding for the Vocational School is from donations and from the sale of products made by the kids. There is no Govt support as yet here. Dr. Puri joined us an hour after we reached the school, by which time, we had developed a tremendous respect for this lady. She then took us along to the Prabhat School, where kids of all ages under 16 were being taught. Some kids with severe disabilities had physiotherapists working on them to help them stand up, walk with the help of support, etc. Many of these kids were even incapable of taking care of the calls of nature on their own, and needed a tremendous amount of effort on the part of the school and an equally arduous support from parents before they eventually learn to take care of themselves: feeding themselves, going to toilet, etc., let alone picking up a pencil to write the Hindi "a".

Kids with severe disability grow up to match the inborn faculties of the kids with moderate problem, and those with moderate problems grow into the shoes of kids with slighter problems. There is no way to make all these kids normal. Those kids with slight retardation, on the other hand, can be helped to stand on their own feet in life, and that is what they try to do. When the kids in each cubicle of the Prabhat School were asked to greet us, and they, with all their problem, got up to say "Namaste", we were literally moved to tears.

This school is where Dr Puri has experimented with some novel methods, and gotten some success. She had invited professional play directors to make a show with these kids participating, and that, she claims, has had a multi-faceted effect on the kids ability to learn and comprehend. She also showed us the methodology that they adopt to make learning easy for these kids. The teaching methodology, in short, involves teaching the kids to recognize and write simplest of the letters first, then proceeding towards the more complex ones. In the process, once they are familiar with some letters, words using those letters are familiarized. The language taught is only Hindi, and no English, understandably so. Soon, the kids know all letters and numbers and are ready for more reading and arithmetic. Dr. Puri claims that if the kids are brought in at an age of 3 or so, their progress is much better than those who have similar disability but start later.

The teachers in the school are all trained in-house by Dr. Puri in her methodology, after due training in special training schools in teaching mentally challenged children. The seniormost ones, who joined the school around the time of its inception, though, did not have formal training, but were trained in-house.

It is the ten years' experience in this school and the new findings about extra-curricular activities stimulating learning in these kids that Dr. Puri has proposed to document in her proposal. She has surely done a remarkable job with these two schools. The Prabhat School has the support of the Ministry of Social Welfare. Dr. Puri says that she has been managing these schools with locally available funding, so she would not want to ask for Asha support to run the schools. But this documentation project, which needs a chunk of money that is difficult (according to her) to come by locally, she would like to be funded by Asha.

It is our impression that she is genuinely doing something that has a very positive impact on the lives of the beneficiaries. The documentation, if publicised, can make more such people benefit from her findings, and that is a good thing to happen. This project, therefore, is worth consideration. As regards the break-up of the requirements she has asked funds for, it is for Asha AZ to decide, but we feel that the total amount is not too large. Ravi (&Sangeeta)
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