Site Visit to Shristi Special Academy
January 13, 2009.
Vinod Viswanath

Asha Austin supports teacher salaries in the Autism unit, and both Asha Austin and Asha SV have been supporting construction of the new Autism unit. Asha has been involved with Shristi since 2004. This is my 6th visit to Shristi since I’ve been associated with them.
Prakruti in Nagarbhavi – the new Autism center
The visit started with my going over to Nagarbhavi. The Nagarbhavi center for Autism is new, and Asha Austin and Asha SV supported the construction costs for this center in 2008. I met with Suchi, Sharon, Chitra, Pushpa, and a few other teachers here. The center has a lot of well planned rooms for instruction, observation, therapy, and individual as well as group activities. 
The walls were all very brightly colored, and each piece of furniture was carefully picked to meet the needs of the children here. Many of the autistic kids are very sensitive to tactile stimuli. There were various contraptions (a large tub of squeezy balls, to bumpy blankets) offering different degrees of tactile stimulus. In philosophy, analogous to the pet therapy, the children find it easier to adapt to no-expectations stimulus rather than stimulus from humans. 
There were special observation rooms with one-way mirrors to help the teachers observe the children when they are playing by themselves. Also met with Pushpa and talked to her about the changes in Shristi over the year. Pushpa was very excited about the new Autism unit, and was looking forward to the challenges that come with it. She also seemed a bit concerned about her health and was looking to take a brief break from work (she has not taken a break for over 5 years now). 

They have finished up the ground floor and first floor in this center. The second floor for now is a roof and a kitchen with high walls. Foundation has been laid to build a second floor as well, but that will depend on funding situation.
The Autism unit from Channehalli has moved here in entirety as of now. Photographs of this center are all uploaded here:

 http://picasaweb.google.com/vinod.2v/Nagarbhavi_autism_unit#
Overall, the impression I have is that this branching out into a separate unit will majorly assist Shristi in expanding their Autism unit program. Earlier, they worked on all kinds of disabilities in one location, and the spatial as well as curricular notions were divided by the type of disability. However, now, within Autism, both spatial and curricular notions are separated by behavior, nature, and extent of disability within autistic conditions. The other side of this is that, the new center will require more teachers and dedicated therapists. The recommendation is that we consider expanding our support of this unit to include some of this expansion.

Shristi Main Campus [Channenhalli]

We left Nagarbhavi and drove over to the main campus (in rural Channenhalli). 
Moving the Autism unit to Nagarbhavi has freed up some space here in the new building. The new building is fully functional right now, with the old building housing only the pre-vocational and vocational units only. The new building has the other disabilities unit, including the respite care unit. They are planning to move the respite care unit as a separate unit in the lower part of the new building and are looking to find support for salaries for teachers and care givers and therapists for the same.
A note on care givers, teachers, and therapists: Care givers are certified by the govt. as having the ability to work with kids of all kinds of disabilities, but at a basic level of taking care of their comfort and providing basic care and exercises and activities. The next level of certification is the educator (junior and senior). The educators come up with methods for working with specific disabilities, and the certification is by type of disability. The therapists work on specific skills and can be across disabilities. 

The respite care unit works with children with multiple disorders and relies more on care givers than educators. 

The balwadi seems to be functioning quite well. They have identified many kids from the balwadi who are now a regular part of Shristi. More importantly, they have noticed that the kids who come to the balwadis (for the past 3 years) and now are going to regular schools, are extremely sensitive to kids with mental disabilities and are very cooperative in their dealings with them in school. Seems like having balwadis in such an integrated environment has provided more valuable outcomes than intended when it was started. 

More photos from here:

http://picasaweb.google.com/vinod.2v/ShristiSpecialAcademySiteVisit13Jan2009#
Shristi’s Vocational Unit discussion 
[This is from an earlier time, but is gleaned from site visits, and is documented here.]
1. How well does Shristi's vocational unit work?
There is no straight answer to this. Let me start with a background and first answer how does the vocational unit work, before answering how well?  

Kids older than 14, and who are not in respite care or severe mental retardation units, start in the pre-vocational unit. As part of the pre-vocational unit, they are exposed to a wide variety of activities and the Shristi teachers judge their skills. The activities are more abstract, like counting, or recognizing (pictures, or objects etc.), or building stuff with their hands, clay modeling, etc. All kids are exposed to all activities. Based on this, different vocational streams are picked for each child. Subsequently each child progresses into the vocational training unit.

The initial years in the vocational unit, the child is strictly in training (as in, no pay). Over the years, as the child starts to participate in building products that get sold for real revenue, they start getting a stipend. The stipend is continuously increased every year. The vocational unit provides training in candle making, making diyas, weaving jute bags, making paper bags, cutting and binding paper into scratch pads, making glass bottles, making plates out of dry arecanut leaves, making phenol, making soap -- this list continuously grows/changes depending on what they need/can do etc. For eg., this year, they come across a kid who really does not fit into any of these, but has a skill which can be honed into a vocation, then they pick up that vocation stream as part of the unit.

Now to the how well does it work? The vocational unit brings in a lot of money. 20% of the total budget. Large orders of scratch pads etc. from HP and Motorola. Very large orders of diyas, greeting cards, bags, cellphone pouches etc., around festival times, particularly diwali. Lesser sale for jute bags or paper bags or glass, or phenol. So if you isolate the streams (like we did with tailoring only in Banyan), the paper cutting and spiral binding stream is self sustained and in fact brings in large profits. But some streams dont bring in any profits, and may not be sustainable even. So Shristi does not like to separate these by streams. They have a holistic view of vocational training, and all kids working towards a product get paid. 


2. How effective do you think it is for the kids, esp. when they move out of Shristi?
The vocational unit is very effective. It builds a lot of self confidence in the kids, in addition to the training in the chosen vocation. Many kids (10 kids in 3 years, since we started funding them) have successfully transitioned out of the vocation unit. However, for these kids to successfully follow gainful employment outside Shristi, it is imperative that they have parental support (setting up a store, or an uncle's garage, etc.). There have been cases where Shristi's special educators go with the graduates to office, and make sure they settle in as well. They ways of supporting a graduating child are specific to each case, however, what is common to all cases is that there is a need for support (more often, a continuing support) even after they leave Shristi. Shristi treats this as fact of the matter, and not as a lack of effectiveness of the vocational training. The effectiveness of the vocational training is measured by how many graduate.

In a good number of cases, the graduated kids dont want to work outside of Shristi. So they continue to come toShristi and work in the vocational unit and work on orders that Shristi is working on. They get paid a good deal more than those in training. These kids are sort of employees of the vocational unit now. There are a handful of such cases in Shristi right now.


3. Also, I know that Shristi has had some major corporate orders locally in Bangalore, for some other project that is not in such a big city, how can they replicate Shristi's success in that respect?
Shristi's modus operandi is to get orders (corporate or otherwise) and work on them, as opposed to just create their own products without a specific order, and then sell those products through a retail outlet. They are currently considering the latter operation model too. Shristi has successfully engaged a lot of software corporations in Bangalore to get orders. However, that is not all their orders, in fact that is only about 50-60%  of their orders. The primary use of local corporations to Shristi is volunteers. And then, their donations (speech therapy equipment, the new building, etc.). Orders from the vocational unit is a distant third. So, two key points here:

[a] In terms of orders, corporate orders are only half the story; the rest of the orders come from all forms of small scale companies all around town and some in the local village area. A good number of diwali diyas are bought by villagers around Channenhalli campus. So, for any other project not really in a big city, its a matter of how you push to get your orders, and the kind of presence and outreach you have created/maintained.

[b] Not many projects in and around Bangalore enjoy the extent of volunteer support from local corporations like Shristi does. They have really managed to get into the fabric there, and that is something for other projects (in big cities or not) to try and replicate. From what I understand, Shristi actively invited a few people from all the corporations initially, and from there it sort of slowly increased. 

However, what Shristi thinks is the real reason for the increased corporate participation is that Shristitakes the time and organizes an appreciation award ceremony. In this ceremony, all local companies that participated one way or the other with Shristi are honored. They get a nice little certificate of appreciation (Asha Austin has one too!) Also this is an "event" for Shristi, which means, their kids get to practice and put together dramas, skits, dances, singing etc. Large audiences attend this, more corporate volunteers help organize it. Great publicity for Shristi, and great feel-good value (and also publicity) for the donating and participating corporations. Different government officials are also part of this function.


4. In general and from Shristi's experience, what do you think about how vocational training should be introduced for such projects? Should they do a market survey before picking up some activity? Should they fix up some govt/company contracts before they invest in hardware or materials or even starting up a particular activity?
Its a bit of everything. There are three key factors here –

[a] Interest of the child
[b] Possible market for the product
[c] Govt/Company contracts made available for the products

Shristi's policy is that [a] is paramount. They will follow [a] even if [b] and [c] are zero. Given [a], Shristi tries to establish [c]. Now [b] is subsumed in [c] in the sense that if there are contracts already, then there obviously is a market. Slowly Shristi is also adopting the strategy of looking at [b] by itself, and creating products which can be sold out of a retail store. Again, all this is given [a]. The learning from Shristi is that the interest of the child is always paramount, because, at the end of it all, one should always realize that you are trying to find and isolate life-sustaining skills in the child, and also thereby increase the self-confidence of the child -- therefore, coming from the child's perspective should always override coming from the market perspective of what can be sold best. 

