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I visited the project site of the TEACH (Train and Educate Adolescents with Community Help) project in Tughlakabad, Delhi on the 8th of January, 2007. This project is run by Abhas, an NGO working towards the elimination of gender disparity in education by promoting educational initiatives among vulnerable children especially girls through educational, vocational and life skills trainings. This particular project has been funded by Asha-Stanford since 2005. 

Since the inception of this project, a lot of work has been done by Abhas, and the results were apparent during my visit there. The center set up by Abhas is close to the entrance of the Kacchi colony in Tughlakabad, and is a small building that houses several of their programs. I went to the center along with Mrs. Deepika Gupta, the Project Director, who had arranged this entire site visit. 

Asha is funding several programs as part of the TEACH project, and I got a glimpse of each of them. First I saw the classroom where the vocational training for women was being conducted. This was essentially focused on giving them the skills of tailoring, stitching and so on. There were about 15-18 girls in this particular batch. Examples of some of their efforts were displayed on a bulletin board on the wall – these included miniature versions of frocks, dresses, and so on. All the girls seemed quite enthusiastic about what they were doing. I spoke briefly to the teacher as well, and she gave me an overview of the skills these girls were learning, which include basic stitching, embroidery, pattern making, making garments etc. Each student maintained a practical file in which they kept samples of whatever they were taught to make. This program is primarily targeted at girls who are too old to get formal education in schools, as well as married women, so that they at least have some source of income. A couple of the girls I spoke to said the program had been very useful, and that they already were using their skills back home, making clothes at home as well as for their neighbors, and some had even earned some money through this. Mrs. Deepika mentioned that they had plans to link this program with some sort of income generation scheme, so as to allow a lot more of these girls to use their skills in a professional, lucrative way.
The Abhas center also has a classroom where the students studying to take the NIOS exams are taught. This effort seems to have been extremely successful. A lot of these girls have dropped out of school after 8th or 9th class for various reasons, and the idea is to coach them so they can take the 10th and 12th board exams through the National Open School system. The teacher I met, Mrs. Neeraj, gave me an overview of what she taught the students. Classes are held for a few hours every day, and they are taught all the different subjects. Homeworks are also assigned and collected, and passed on to the Open School administration for grading. The class I saw consisted of about 30 girls, and they were all full of praise for their teacher. They spoke of their experiences in school earlier, where the teachers were apathetic, and used to beat them, while here they found the love and care they expected from a teacher, and therefore looked forward to coming to class. Even Mrs. Deepika mentioned how much effort Mrs. Neeraj had put in to these classes, even taking time out to go and talk individually to parents and families and counsel them about the need for sending these girls to school. Clearly a lot of personal time and effort had gone into this. When questioned, a lot of the girls expressed an interest in pursuing future studies, and becoming doctors, painters, policewomen, and teachers – some clearly stated that they would like to teach poor and underprivileged children. As both the teacher, and one of the students said, these classes had really helped raise their levels of self-confidence. Many who once were supposedly very quiet and subdued, were now confident and ready to speak up. Being in an atmosphere conducive for learning and where they were given the right amount of care and respect seems to have done them a world of good. With the interest many of them have in giving back to the community, this could also help making this effort self-sustaining. 
Abhas has also set up a computer lab on the premises, where children get to learn through the use of interactive games and software. There are several software programs that teach the children basic mathematics, spellings, and so on, through interactive games. The morning session had a few boys using the computers, while the afternoon session apparently was for the girls. The students are also given some basic training in MS Office. All this helps supplement what they learn in school, and gives them some basic computer skills. 

For school going girls in the colony, Abhas has coaching classes at various centers around the colony. Some of the teachers dropped in while I was there, and so I got to meet them. These coaching classes provide the kids with some additional help when it comes to schoolwork, and enables them to pass their exams with ease. The teachers are also an important medium to communicate with households across the community, Mrs. Deepika explained, and served to advance the Abhas cause, as well as helping increase awareness in these families. 
Abhas also has a beauty culture training program at another location, but I could not visit that due to a lack of time. That center might soon be moved to Tughlakabad as well, due to the fact that currently they are renting a community hall for the course, which is also used for marriages and other functions, thereby creating some conflicts. 

There are several other activities that Abhas is involved in in this community as well, which include a scholarship program for select school-going girls, learning centers under the government’s Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan program, a program for the younger siblings of girls that attend school (preventing them from dropping out to take care of their younger brothers/sisters), and a library program in a nearby school. All these programs seem to really be playing a role in the uplifting of society there. The impact, though small, is steadily growing, especially with the plans Abhas has to extend the programs they have currently. All Abhas personnel seemed to be well-liked and respected by the girls in the community, and it is clear that they are appreciated for the difference they have made. 
I took a short drive through some parts of the colony as well, and it was clear that there is a great need for the kind of work Abhas is doing in this community. There are a couple of schools in the area, but as Mrs. Deepika said, the facilities were really poor, there was a severe shortage of teachers, and even those teachers didn’t take classes regularly. So there is scope for a lot of work here for community development. 

I also met Mrs. Madhavi Samson, the founder of Abhas after the site visit, and we briefly discussed some of the problems faced by the community, and Abhas’s plans for expansion. With the sort of vision the organization has, I have no doubt that things will only progress in the future.  
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