Conference call with Asha Smajik Vidyalaya-Lucknow

February 3, 2007

Attendees: (India) Arudhati, Saxena aunty, Chunnilal, Manoj Kumar, Narendra, Kiran, Poonam, Sunil Kumar, Sachi, Malti, Preeti and Usha; Mona Sehgal and Sirish Aggarwarl (Asha-DC).

Purpose: Clarify issues related to the new budget for 2007 and establish communication with ASV teachers

1. ASV teachers had the following suggestions for Asha-DC/AZ to conduct better oversight:

· Monthly teleconference with all teachers present (First Saturday of every month at 6:30 pm India time or 8:00 am EST was proposed)

· Teleconference should be with ASV teachers only 

· When Asha-US volunteers conduct site visits, they usually only talk to the teachers. This was inadequate. It was suggested that they visit ASV centers and talk to students and residents of the basti (locality).

· Because of limited internet access and skills, it was recommended that Asha-DC/AZ call and give Chunnilal a heads up for incoming emails that needed timely response.

2. ASV processes and management

· The ASV team has developed some guidelines to ensure regular information sharing and provide an opportunity for all teachers to raise any concern. The ASV team (consisting of all the teachers) will meet twice/ month.

· Greater effort to share responsibilities among all teachers. For example, teachers from each center are responsible for buying materials for their centers.

3. Financial processes and reporting

· Bulk of ASV funds will be kept with Vallabh (Asha Lucknow treasurer), but some petty cash will be made available to ASV. 

· A separate joint bank account for the petty cash will be managed by Saxena aunty, and will need two signatories for each withdrawal – Saxena aunty and Poonam.

· Poonam, the ASV deputy coordinator and treasurer, received 3-day training on account management and voucher preparation in Benaras from Vallabh.

· Since Poonam is new to account management, she will receive assistance from Chunnilal and Mahesh (who visits from time to time).

· On an on-going basis teachers will be asked to present estimate of expected costs for the next 10 days and will receive an advance to meet these expenses. Before the next cycle of funds advance, they will have to present vouchers for the previous cycles’ expenses.

· Teachers will cross-check each others’ vouchers.

4. Closing accounts for 2006

· Gulista sent vouchers for 2006 expenses for the period when Sonia was the project coordinator. At the December Asha conference it was decided that a team from outside UP will come and settle the accounts.

· A 4-person team including Usha from Bombay, Ram from Bangalore, and 2 other volunteers are expected to arrive in Lucknow this month.

· Since Asha closes its accounts in March every year, the ASV accounts will have to be settled by then.

5. Support A Child

· Mona clarified why regular reporting and updates for SAC are critical because each child is linked to a particular donor.

· Teachers from Madiyaw and Nadwa briefly discussed the number of students from their centers (9 each) in SAC. The principals in the two schools to which most children go are aware of Asha support and are willing to discuss their status with Asha-DC volunteers. (Principal name and tel no. provided in written response from ASV)

6. Snacks

· Funding for snacks was not requested in the latest budget for the following reasons:

· Government programs providing meals to children operate near some centers e.g., Nadwa.

· ASV centers run in the bastis (localities) where the children live. During a 30 minute lunch break the children are able to go home and get some food.

· Many NGOs in the area are providing snacks to attract children and using this to get more and more funding. ASV wants to distinguish itself from such NGOs.

· Chunnilal suggested that instead of snacks, they would like to provide soap, bags and other materials to students that they currently do not get from other sources. 

7. Open Q&A forum (without Arundhati and Saxena aunty)

· To allow for a free discussion between ASV teachers and Asha-DC/AZ team, Arundhati and Saxena aunty excused themselves.

· ASV teachers asked what type of information would be useful to Asha-DC for ASV progress reports. Mona noted that the latest report with a key information about each center was very useful. Additionally, Mona stressed that they consider providing a detailed “story” about specific children from each center that would help Asha-DC donors see what changes/improvements the centers make in the lives of children who study at ASV. The teachers agreed to provide more personal narratives of children in future reports. 

· In response to an Asha-DC question, teachers noted that they had been provided more voice into ASV matters since the former coordinator left. They noted that during that coordinator’s term the relations with some teachers were strained. For example, teachers felt that they were publicly reprimanded for being late and threatened with laid off. In some cases, teachers who were suppose to receive Rs. 1,000/mo for salary were only given half the amount without adequate explanation. The teachers were reluctant to question this management style.

· Some teachers asked why new teachers were not paid for the first 6-months when they start working at ASV. Mona informed that that it appeared to be an Asha-Lucknow policy to not pay teachers/volunteers for the first 6-months to ensure that teachers who joined were committed to the cause of education and not there for just financial reasons. The 6-month probationary period appears long, but is an improvement over previous Asha functioning, where volunteers/teachers went without remuneration for long periods of time – for example in case of Mahesh, who was nominated for a fellowship on last year. However, if ASV teachers strongly feel that the 6-month probationary period is too long, then they should approach Asha-trustee (Ramsagan Verma, aka Guddu) and other veteran Asha-UP members and raise their concerns.

· The teachers sought to understand how Asha-DC makes funding decisions and how funds are raised. Mona explained the bi-monthly meetings and intense discussions follow decisions for new project funding or renewing funding of existing projects. The time required for these discussions and follow-up with India project partners can take anywhere from a few weeks to many months. For fundraising, Mona explained the use of marathons, events, and Support A Child. The last method, SAC, came with additional responsibility as more specific updates on each student are needed for donor updates.

