Rachna Site Visit by Kiran Shah – Jan 2, 2010 (Report prepared March 2010)
 I was with Swati Chavan and some of her team members on Jan 6, 2010 and was very impressed with the progress on their efforts. Some of highlights are summarized below for a quick read –

· Swati and her team of 70 (some volunteer and some get paid a nominal stipend) cover three rural areas around Pune. (South, West and East)

· Collectively their social work touches 70 villages and impact over 700 kids

· AshaAZ funds one of the 15 projects they manage – kids hostel near Panshet Dam and NDA (National Defense Academy of India)

· We visited a balwadi, a girls school and the hostel

· We noticed the 28 kids in the Balwadi benefit from various activities (informal education focusing on math, language, history, etc.)

· The enjoyed the team building and leadership activities

· We noticed a high level of confidence in most kids

· Parents were very supportive – both financially and otherwise

· Next we visited the girls-only school

· There were 14 girls ranging in ages 12-18, and each shared their plans to study further and outlined the steps their plan to achieve the same

· The girls challenged the elected state rep to abide by the pre-election promises made for education, by staging a 2-day sit in at his office

· The entire village was supported on their action, and as such avoid the usual back lash and brought the much needed awareness in the neighboring villages as well

· Next we visited the hostel, which AshaAZ is funding

· Kids from neighboring village walked as much as 10 Kms everyday just to attend school. As such, it was practical to provide these kids a place to stay for the entire school year and help them towards their education goals

· The kids described their rigorous routine, which started at 5am and ended at 10pm everyday. The kids ranged in ages from 6-16. The older ones took care of the younger lot as siblings and the harmonious environment was very healthy in reducing any homesickness

· The hostel itself was very well managed and neat as the kids were very grateful for this gift of education and took upon themselves to maintain the cleanliness 

· Some of the kids had completed their education, passed the state board exam and continued their education in medicine or engineering

· These kids planned to return back and contribute in whatever way they could to further the cause of education in their part of the world

Overall we were very impressed with Swati’s and her team’s efforts. Two more points –

· Due to their efforts in bringing about the awareness among the villagers about their rights for education, the state government has picked up the tab to pay for some of the projects that Swati and her team has been managing. This effort has freed up the money to focus on other needy projects for the rural development in the region

· Swati met Sandeep Pandey (co-founder of Asha for Education) during one of the NGO conferences. And she believes (like Sandeep) that there are many social issues that are inter-linked to education. As such, it is not possible to focus entirely on education. In her own way, she has brought noticeable changes in these rural areas in the past 2 years (from the last time we visited her).

