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The Program: NICE is a residential school that supports education of underprivileged children (mostly orphan) from various parts of the state. Sri Purnachandar Rao (PCR) founded the organization and heads its activities volunteering with the Hyderabad Chapter. The campus is located between Narasaraopet and Cillakaluripet in the Guntur district. The campus has living quarters for some of the teachers and also has a few guest rooms. The principal of the school Ms Sridevi and a few other teachers stay on-campus. The Hyderabad chapter partially supports the project. The organization gets support from various groups including Asha. I visited the facility back in October 2008 and had a chance to interact with the teachers, students and the supervisors of the school. Included here are my notes from the visit. 

The School: The school supports 119 students in classes from 5th grade to 10th grade. There are 8 teaching staff and 5 non-teaching staff supporting this project. While the schools is a residential boys school, due to some special circumstances there is only one girl in the school. The 5th grade is a bridge class to get the incoming students accustomed to the NICE way of life in the residential school. This year (2008 – 2009) is the first batch of the 10th standard. The students have a very rigorous daily routine starting at 4:30 am. A typical school day includes a study hour from 4:30 am to 6:00 am. Followed by a stretching / light exercise from 6:00 am to 6:30 am in the open front-yard. The children get the next hour to shower and get ready for the formal classes. Around 8:00 am the students gather in the dinning hall for breakfast. The classes start at 9:00 am after a brief school gathering for a prayer / school anthem. The class curriculum includes a library  / self-study hours so that students get to catch-up on their work. The school follows the Central syllabus. The students break for lunch and get breaks in the middle. 


After school, the students get to spend the evening for study hours or playing in the front yard or spending time in the library. The school conducts regular exams and the answer papers are preserved so that the students get a chance to review the answer sheets. The school also maintains the progress reports. The school also maintains records of parents / guardians for each child. During holidays / vacation the children are allowed to go home only in the care of the registered parent / guardian.  I briefly looked at the financials and the reviewed exam papers, student admission forms, progress reports etc. The audited financials for NICE are published every year and are readily available hence I did not spend too much time on that, instead I spent most of the time talking to the teachers and staff.

The Dinning Experience: The students are grouped into teams and take turns serving for the school. Each team usually gets a week of serving time. Each student gets a dinning plate, which they bring to the dinning hall and clean it themselves after each meal. The students enter and leave the dinning hall forming one line. Once everyone is seated, they say a prayer before having a meal. The serving team serves as much as a student wants to eat. Once most of the students finish their food, the serving team and the remaining teachers have their meals. There is very little waste and every one participates responsibly. The school also has a kitchen room and a cook and a helper prepare the food. The school also receives some of the groceries in kind from donors. 

New Challenges: The project does encounter quite a few challenges although it serves a much-needed gap the neighborhood; they do face a lot of challenges. The campus doesn’t have a compound wall and recently there was an incident when the senior children (10th standard) left the campus to see a movie in the night. Incidents like this cause extreme anxiety to the teachers. This particular incident was handled and one of the students was let go due to multiple repeat incidents. As the students get into teens they teachers did mention that they are encountering some behavioral issues especially with the seniors. This is something that is natural and such teenage behavior is expected. The students are strictly disciplined and educated about the repercussions of such in incidents.

Other Activities: The students and teachers go on an annual picnic to one of the surrounding areas. The students also attend the district science fair whenever possible. In the past, the Shankara Netralayam eye clinic facilitated eye exams for the students. 

FCRA Saga: PCD had applied for FCRA and followed up with the local collectors office and a second application with the offices in New Delhi. However, both the applications are pending for the last four or five years. Although, PCR has records of all the applications and the correspondence letters, there hasn’t been any progress on the status of the applications. It is believed that paying bribes will immediately change the status of the applications. However, PCR is staunchly against paying bribes.

Photographs: The photographs from the visit are uploaded in a separate document.

The Needs: One of the major topics that I discussed with the teachers and staff was about the needs of the school. They mentioned the following could make the most impact at the school:

1. Science labs & Charts. Currently they cover most of the theoretical lessons in the classes. However, for the senior classes, the teachers do recognize the need for practical and lab time as well. The teachers estimate that this would cost something in the range of INR 1 lakh for the equipment like microscopes, lenses & prisms for physics. They also expressed interest in buying charts for subjects like biology and geography.

2. Computer: Most of the educational literature these days come with CD’s or DVD’s with additional information and instructional videos. Hence, having a computer will enhance the teaching experience for the teachers and will also benefit the students.

3. Xerox Machine: Currently, all the question papers for the exams are printed outside or are written on the board. This makes it challenging for the teachers and the children to maintain the time limits on the exams. Printing the question papers outside adds to the costs of the project. Hence, having a copier on the facility will enhance the exam quality.

4. Counseling for students: Some of these students come from a very different part of the society. Some of the areas around these villages are heavily into the sex trade. Some of the families do have parents with HIV and children from this background are challenging to work with. Teachers expressed that having counseling sessions to work with such children and to work with aggressive teenagers.

5. Teacher training: PCR is looking into teacher training programs from organizations like Butterfly Edfields and iDiscover. These programs are similar to the now famous Ekalavya methods. Cost for such training courses for each school are in the range of INR 6 lakhs. Additionally, once teachers get such training there is the possibility that they may move on to better paying jobs.

For Asha Volunteers interested in Visiting: The school is accessible by road or train. The best approach to get travel details is to contact PCR in Hyderabad or though one of the Asha Hyderabad volunteers. PCR is very cooperative and welcomes site visits and feedback. Thanks.

