Bhagwan Sri Ram Academy(BSRA)

Sotai Village Site Visit Nov 2, 2006
Sotai village is about 7-8 km from the closest town Ballabhgarh which is about 6-7 km from Faridabad which is a much bigger industrial town. Sotai is about one hour drive from Delhi(Capital) border. I spent about an hour at the school and another hour with Mr Nagpal and Mrs Rekha(BSRA Principal) at Mr Nagpal’s law office. Since I could not contact Mr Nagpal before my visit, it became a surprise site visit. BSRA contact numbers at Asha web-site are old.
New contact numbers are:
0129 2415553 (Mr Nagpal’s Office Phone)

0129 2414173 (Mr Nagpal’s Office Phone)

9811838377 (Mr Nagpal’s Cell)

9910604511(Cell No assigned for BSRA)

BSRA postal address:

The Principal/Headmaster

Bhagwan Sri Ram Academy

Sotai 3353

Faridabad,

Haryana

At BSRA I met with three teachers who were there as rest were on leave. Mrs Rekha is the current Principal and assisted me with basic questions. I talked to a couple of kids and they were positive about the school. All were dressed in uniforms(some had ties).

Mrs Rekha said that there are around 1800 households in Sotai village and nearby 3-4 villages are of proportional size.

BSRA Enrollment: Currently there are about 80 students at BSRA. There is a brick-kiln nearby and kids of the workers at the Kiln come to BSRA. Close to Sotai there is a snake charmers colony and BSRA has some kids from there as well.
No Toilets: BSRA building is a two story structure with about 14 partitions. One of the upper rooms is used by girls, boys go out. The whole building structure is there but needs finishing. Rooms on 1st story had benches. Many on the 2nd story were empty. School’s back boundary wall broke down early this year during storm and because of wet conditions from nearby fields.

Bus service: Students at BSRA are from 3-4 nearby villages. Breakdown of villages/student?? All students use their own conveyance. School vans(there are two) are not operational because of lack of funding. Total monetary loss per bus which Mr Nagpal is not able to sustain is about 54k/yr/van(includes driver salary, maintenance cost, fuel cost). If conveyance is restored many more kids, especially smaller ones will be able to come to BSRA. Last year there were 180 students and this year there are only 80 due to lack of conveyance. I could not ascertain whether the buses will be used only for BSRA or for other schools as well(Mr Nagpal has another school).

Course material follows Haryana State Board curriculum. School is recognized by Govt and so there is no issue with students who leave BSRA and go out for further studies. Current classes are only upto 8th grade but plan is to go for higher secondary as and when possible. Mr Nagpal also runs another school(closer to Faridabad) which is on a paid basis. It is not clear whether the long term model/plan for BSRA is also to make it a paid one? Mr Nagpal was a bit reluctant to get aid from other organizations like tying up with big industrial houses nearby. He said that if nothing else works he may try that but otherwise he wants to keep using his own funds and funds from organizations like ASHA. It is not clear whether there are other agencies involved in BSRA. I mentioned “Akshya Patra : Mid-Day meals for school children” scheme from ISKON International and whether such a scheme could be contacted to provide meals at BSRA. Mr Nagpal said that he is a member of this society and that they have their own agendas when it comes to food distributions to schools.
Starting in April 2007 Mr Nagpal plans to add an additional building to house about 100 kids from very low income groups on a residence basis. I could not get a very good understanding of the plan about why Mr Nagpal is going for residency school. Basic understanding is that there are enough kids who are in need and will come to such a place. It is not clear why not provide more facilities(conveyance) to existing students rather than adding new resident students. I did not ask this question because Mr Nagpal is very enthusiastic about his future plans for the school and any additional intake of students is good. There is much land behind the current structure and also across the road from the school. Land prices seem to have sky-rocketed in the area as the area is being acquired for urban development. Pretty soon the area will not be a village but a HUDA(Haryana Urban Development Authority) sector. 
At BSRA there is no active community involvement. Parents come during score reporting time. During harvest/earnings season some students take off to help parents. School activities are pretty much limited to regular classes. A library will be helpful. Mrs Rekha notified that there is no girl-child discrimination at the village and it is a non-issue.
There are at least two more private schools in a village close to Ballabhgarh and one of them has recently stopped charging fees; apparently in competition to BSRA! Sotai has another private school but it is about to close because of lack of funding/maintenance. Govt School is about 4-5 km from Sotai and is supposedly not good especially for primary grades. Students who go out from BSRA go to this school. It is OK to goto Govt School at secondary stage because for higher secondary/board grades Govt Schools have to follow the Haryana Board course and are tracked and so there is better facility at higher secondary level. Though BSRA educational quality can not compare with other paid-basis private schools, per the teachers it is much better than the Govt School. Mrs Rekha was proud that students at BSRA were doing pretty well and many are getting first rate grades. I was offered to check on roll, reports of students but declined due to lack of time.
There is no aid from Government besides BSRA being recognized. Mr Nagpal has talked, written to many/all Govt officials. Some visited the school but only for photo-op. When asked about long term sustenance plan, Mr Nagpal claims that he will be able to get more resources/funds once the school gets established but needs help in reaching that state i.e a full fledged higher secondary school with basic things running. People and agencies are not very co-operative during in the initial phase but many come forward once there is an established school.
Mr Nagpal was very enthusiastic about his other school and wanted to take me to visit it but we ran out of time as by then the school time was already over.

I asked about the high cost of clothes etc and whether there is a mistake in calculations. Mr Nagpal’s assistant will clarify on Nov 3rd and will send an e-mail to rajnishc@gmail.com with details. Initial reply from Mr Nagpal was that if we think that costs are too high then they can be reduced. How? About teacher’s salaries it is my very good guess that teacher salaries are not as high as mentioned in the budget. Private school teacher’s in general are paid much lower salaries and are in the range of 2-3 k/pm(I have local references from Delhi). BSRA teacher retention rate does not seem to be good and so salaries can not be that high. I do not believe that support staff salaries could be as high as well. I met only one support staff person who resides in or near school. Besides that there was another girl around the school who was helping with cleaning etc and made tea.
My overall impression about the project is that the school is working but can run in a much better way with additional resources. Teachers mentioned need for a toilet as the primary need. Besides this conveyance facilities can substantially increase the student count. I did not get a very clear picture about student retention rate. Since teachers do not stay for long there was no one to give a good historical view. I did meet a boy currently in 4th standard who had joined BSRA at Nursery level. Mr Nagpal’s involvement with BSRA is more from funding and administrative point of view.
I ended my visit with tea at Mrs Rekha’s home. After my trip I felt that I missed on talking with parents of school kids to understand the BSRA benefits, requirements better and that at least two people for the visit are needed in order to better assess the school.
Points to ponder:
1. What is the Long term plan for school: Make it a paid/for-profit school? This could be a sustenance model!

2. Need to go back to last year funding proposal and match with my observations to cross check the validity of fund usage.
3. Address the variance in pay structure in budget and in actual.
What if Asha does not fund BSRA?

Short-Term: Some students may drop out or no new students may come in because of lack of additional funding.

Long-Term: BSRA will continue to be but will probably develop a little slowly. Mr Nagpal is determined to keep the school running with/without additional help.

