Site visit report – Vikasana Bridge School
Contact Person – Mr.A.M.Varghees Cleatas

Date of Visit – 4 Dec 2005

Visited by – George Varghese, Susheela Konanhalli (Asha Melbourne volunteers)
Vikasana runs a Bridge School on the outskirts of Bhadravati town in Shimoga District of Karnataka. Asha-Melbourne has been supporting this project from 2003. The Bridge School is home to about 25 children (boys and girls) in the age group 5-13yrs who have been rescued from child labour. The aim of the project is to provide these children with an academic foundation to enable them to join the mainstream educational system.

Our visit to the Bridge School in Bhadravati was at very short notice. I had informed Mr.Varghees Cleatas on Saturday, 3rd Dec 2005 that we would visit them the next day. On Sunday around noon, we arrived by bus at Bhadravati. Mr.Vargheees the Director and Mr.Jayanna one of the coordinators picked us up by a Scorpio (SUV) and took us straight to the Bridge School about 7 km away. The school is being run in a rented 3-room tiled building. One room served as an entrance room and office. This led to an inner room used as the kitchen where all their meals are cooked. On one side is a slightly larger room which serves as classroom, dining room and dormitory for the children. The chimney in the kitchen seemed to not be functioning and smoke from the lunch being cooked was wafting through the classroom and the office room. There is a small plot of land behind the building where some vegetables are grown.
We first met the teacher and the cook who live on the premises. The teacher is a young lady who seemed very dedicated to her job. She has been with the school since it started. The cook told us about the menu that consisted of rice, dhal, curds and a vegetable dish for the meals. Breakfast varied day to day. The food seemed to be wholesome and nutritious.
We then were introduced to the children. We haven’t met a livelier group of children. They went through a round of introductions in Kannada, telling us their name, where they came from and what they did before they joined the school, and how they came to join the school. This did seem well rehearsed but the kids did not have any inhibitions. Many of the kids there used to graze sheep or cattle for their family or others in the village. Some used to look after younger siblings or do work around the house. Some worked in local industries like brick making. They then dropped out of school at various stages and never went back. 

Many children performed dances and songs that they had learnt at various camps. Vikasana runs two other bridge schools. During summer holidays they organise camps for the kids where the kids from all the schools come together. During these camps they do a lot of varied activities. They learn songs and dances, put up little skits, make greeting cards etc. The camps are a welcome break for the children, many of whom can’t go home for the entire holiday period as their parents are migrant labourers. The kids spoke spiritedly of the camps and seemed to look forward to it. We asked them random questions about educational charts that hung on the walls and they answered enthusiastically, sometimes jostling with each other to explain things. Many said that they wanted to become teachers, some others doctors, policemen and one girl wanted to become the collector (IAS official). Some children also narrated how other children from their villages wanted to join the school after hearing about it from these kids. 
Vikasana runs various programs with about 70 villages in Chikmagalur district. So they have strong connections with these communities. They also run awareness campaigns in these communities. It was through these campaigns that these children were identified and brought to the school. The parents were convinced to send their children to school. They are encouraged to participate in the progress of their children, by regular visits when possible, and by supplementing some of the childrens needs. While we were there 2 parents had come to visit their children. But the children were so caught up in our visit and playing games with us that even those whose parents had come were not keen on missing out any action. One little boy go to speak to his parents on the mobile phone of Jayanna. The children spoke of the value of getting an education (ie. can get good job, can progress etc.) While these seem a little tutored, they were very enthusiastic about continuing studies. This attitude partly stems from the efforts made by the adults to make the whole process more entertaining and rewarding rather than based on fear. Vikasana also works closely with the government schools where some of the children are enrolled to ensure that there is no beating or name-calling (like stupid child, dud etc) which will discourage children from wanting to attend school. They organise exposure tours (basically a picnic and a good outing) as part of the activities. So the over all package is quite attractive to the children. During the time that the children are in Vikasana they also work on getting the parents to be committed to educating the child rather than setting them to work.
We were very impressed with the freedom that the children enjoyed with Mr.Varghees and Mr.Jayanna. There was no fear or feeling of intimidation for the children. They freely played and talked to them and on their part, the adults too treated the children with respect and love. 

We had lunch with the children in their classroom. Lunch was a lively affair and they asked us many questions out of curiosity. After lunch, we went outside and the children showed us around the backyard where they had planted vegetables. They then brought out old newspapers and made paper hats and rockets and fooled around for a while. Later in the evening, an old broken bat and a ball was brought out and we all went to a nearby field for a game of cricket. Among the children, there were some that were natural leaders that the others looked up to, during these group activities. They were quite confident in their demeanour and the way they handled situations on the field. Some of the smaller kids were also looked after by the bigger ones. Like all kids, each had their special friend and when the camera was brought out they all wanted pics of them and their ‘best’ friend(s). Also when we asked if there were children from the same village there was a lot of jostling to round up groups and calling us to show who came from the same villages. It was all with a lot of excitement and liveliness.
It was with great reluctance that we parted from there that evening. The children too tried to get us to stay back longer and extracted promises from us to visit again. We then went to the Vikasana office which is in Tarikere town, Chikmagalur district of Karnataka. This was a well set up office with administrative staff and equipment. It was late in the evening but most of the staff were still scurrying around making arrangements for a workshop on micro-finance that they were running for staff of NGOs from all around the place. Several participants from out of town had already arrived. We met Lilly who is Mr.Varghees’s wife and is also fully involved in the activities of Vikasana. From there, we went to another Bridge School run by them in Tarikere itself. This school was supported by a German agency and was better established with its own building and facilities. This building contained accommodation for the children, a large kitchen and a dining room and rooms for the children. Upstairs was a library for the children and several rooms that were used to house delegates to their workshops and a conference room/class room to run workshops. There was quite a bit of land too but there wasn’t any agriculture there because of water shortage. There were only some fruit trees around.
Mr.Varghees then took us to his house which is close to the Vikasana office. He has 1.5 acres of land which he has cultivated and produces a profusion of fruits and vegetables. Much of the produce is sent to the schools to feed the children. He also has his own dairy farm with about 10 cows and a lot of the milk is given to the children to drink and as curd. So the schools do not have to buy any milk. There were three of the older boys from the Tarikere school that were staying at his house, since they didn’t want to let them stay overnight in the school where all the other children including older girls stayed. These kids had a free run of the place and were treated just like their children.
Overall, we were very happy with the organisation and the people that ran it. They came across as very dedicated to their work and strongly believed in the role they could play to improve the lives of these children and in the benefit to society. The Asha-supported bridge school near Bhadravati could do with a lot of help, though. The rented building they are living in is a very basic structure and is not sufficient. Also, a long term plan needs to be worked out for the school to make it sustainable. Sustainability for an institution of this nature is a difficult prospect and we discussed various options with Mr.Varghees. The best idea that we came up with was to buy a 5-7 acre plot of land that is a mature arecanut and coconut plantation. A school building and dormitory should be erected there. The yield from the plantation will meet most of the running expenses of the school and even provide a lot of the food and milk requirements. We thought that this would be a good project to apply for WAH (Work an Hour) funds. Mr.Varghees agreed to study the feasibility and write up a proposal.

We left for Bangalore by a late-night bus.

One of the issues which had come up for discussion in Asha Melbourne was how we could ensure that in such an environment as the bridge school, where children were very vulnerable, there was no abuse. And if there was what mechanisms were there to identify it. I discussed this with the staff on a previous visit. They were not offended by the question (which is of an unusual nature in India where such things are not discussed openly). One thing was that they only employed lady teachers. Also that Mr. Varghees, and Jayanna are very involved and visit the school often and spend time with the children. The Asha supported school is a bit further away from Vikasana’s office, than the other two schools. But they assured me that they visit regularly (and the children attested this when casually asked). Also the easy, open and comfortable relationship between the children and the adults was very reassuring. Vikasana is also very involved in campaigning for children’s rights and their dedication to the cause came through naturally while they were talking. They did not hide or hesitate to tell me about an incident in another place where the coordinator was abusing his charges. So on a personal level, I was comfortable with the children being looked after well.
Recommendations:

· To continue to support the bridge school.
· Some promising children from the other bridge school are being individually sponsored (like support a child programme). A similar arrangement can be made for children from the Asha-supported school.
· To look into the proposal for a sustainable school and recommend it for funding (possible from WAH).

