Asha deepa Site visit report

I visited Asha Deepa School for the Blind in Bidar District of Karnataka. I reached there early evening by bus along with Sanju kumar (main secretary for the school) after a site visit to Samrudhi Microfinance in Gulbarga region. After reaching Bidar I met Giri, a volunteer from Asha Hyderabad who was waiting for us in a hotel. We discussed briefly, the course of action for the day. We decided to visit the school first and then later go to the nearby areas around bidar city to talk to families of a few kids who had gone home and had not returned back to school.  We rented a car and first went to Asha Deepa School. The school was a rented place with two identical houses of four rooms and a hall, separated by a compound. One side of it was where the actual school was run, and the other house was for residence.
On reaching the school we were greeted by Dilip Kumar (Sanju kumar’s brother), the main person in-charge of the school and is also blind. We then took a look around the school including the classrooms, office room and computer training room. The kids were made to come to the hall, stand in a line.  Dilip then asked the kids to sing a song and were then disbursed back to their class. There were two teachers present on that day teaching the children and there were a total of 25 children in the school. I later then checked the storage room where they stored all the food items, and while discussing with Sanju kumar found out that the previous cook was fired because she used to steal rice in small quantities every day and would falsely report that the grains exhaust sooner than expected. They had recently replaced the cook.  
We decided to come back the next day in the morning as we had plans to visit a few families that evening and we realized that it would get very late if we didn’t start early. 

We first visited one of the families where the children (two girls and one boy) hadn’t returned to the school and we wanted to understand why the parents aren’t sending their children to the school. To our surprise we found that it was the eldest girl child (about 15 years of age) who was refusing to come to school and didn’t want her brother and sister to attend the school as well. We tried to ask her why, but her response was always that she didn’t want to go back this school and didn’t want her brother and sister to attend as well. We spent some time with the parents, and the parents’ response was that they weren’t interested in going to school. After about half-an-hour of deliberation we finally decided to come back later and follow-up with them to understand the problem. We then moved to another surrounding village of Bidar to visit another family where a young boy of five years of age had not returned to school. We spoke to the child’s mother and she was very emotional about being with her son, and didn’t want her son to leave her, and so had enrolled him to a regular school very close to their home. We talked to her at length about the benefits of sending her son to a blind school, but she wasn’t ready to leave her son. The child was also very emotional, and was crying as we were persuading the mother to send her son.  It had gotten pretty late in the night and so we decided to leave the place. We were disappointed that we couldn’t persuade either of the two families to join school during the visit.
The next morning, after breakfast we decided to go the new building where they were planning to move. The new building was bigger and more spacious than the previous two places, and had a big hall to host events, classes. (Picture below). The rent was much more than before but it was well worth it. Giri and I, along with Sanju had a look at the new school building. It had about 12 rooms, a big hall, and a separate kitchen area in the ground floor. 

We drove back to the school, and the children were assembled again in the hall. Giri presented a voice-enabled watch for all the kids. The kids were very happy to receive them, and some started to play with it right away. I then spent a little time watching the teachers teach the children. I later asked a 2nd standard kid to pick a particular Braille sheet and read its contents. One of the kids was not able to read it well, while another kid was able to read the contents properly. There were Braille texts stuck on the wall so the kids could read and practice them. It seemed like the texts had gotten old and worn out, and sanju asked them to replace the Braille stickers. I also asked a 2nd std kid to write in Braille and asked the another kid to read it, and they demonstrated it fine. Sanju made a comment that the kids that have learnt Braille and other activities best are kids who have stayed in the residential school for the longest duration. Many kids attend intermittently, affecting their ability to learn at a normal pace.  

Dilip Kumar demonstrated computer based JAVA training software for blind children.. how they could use MS office (such as MS Word) for example, and access all programs with the keyboard using voice recognition software.  He said that many blind people (who are not part of this school) come to learn the PC software.  I later asked Dilip about the opportunities for these kids… what areas they could grow to have a suitable living, and he mentioned that music is probably the best way to get a livelihood in Bidar, and so they have been teaching kids to slowly learn music/singing. He said that they could also teach in college after their masters degree, if they are really interested in pursing higher studies. He said that PC based software is still in its infancy but a lot of children seem interested to learn the software.
I later visited the residential area of the school and found that they were using gas cylinders (instead of wood as before) and looked through all the rooms and bathrooms, toilets. The rooms and bathroom were well maintained but all the toilets weren’t clean. I mentioned this to Sanju and he said that they have been having water problems.
It was time for us to leave to board the train. Dilip said that he would like to play a song with his keyboards, but unfortunately there was no current at that time and so had to just leave. As we were in the station waiting for the train, Sanju, Giri and I discussed various issues. I told Sanju that we need to help blind children by getting them disability certificates which will enable them to receive stipends after the age of 18. We also discussed other issues such as the lack of a coordinator along with Dilip who could stay there on a daily basis. Sanju mentioned that they had hired a person for that role, but was ineffective and so had to let him go. We also discussed the possibility of one of the teachers leaving because she has a B,Ed and was looking for a government job, and would have to think of a replacement for her.
