Site visit done on Nov 2005:

I’ve been an Asha member since 2004, but never really got to do a site visit before. I was eager to make my first visit to Sankalp, a school mainly for the migratory workers in Gurgaon, Haryana.

Soon we reached a little building tucked among the tall sky rises around. It was around 11:00 AM. Since my visit was announced, I was greeted by Cmdr. Choudhary, who is the founder and the spirit behind Sankalp, Aradhana Gupta & Radhika Sethi, both of who are volunteers at Sankalp. They help in the administration and daily running of Sankalp and are part of the committee. I was then led to a show put up by the children, in the school. They did a folk dance followed by some nursery rhymes by 2 little girls who knew English (they sang Jack-and-Jill and Twinkle-twinkle-little-star). A group song by the boys in which one of them played a harmonium followed this. Then Sankalp presented a plaque to Asha for its support.  

Once the program ended, Cmdr. Choudhary took me to all the classrooms. I was happy to see many of the children wearing sweaters or some warm clothes (It was pretty cold that day). I was told that some of these were got from the utility bank (used clothes donated by people of the community) that Sankalp has and a company donated about 100 sweaters. 

Each time we entered a classroom the children stood up to wish us good morning. Pretty embarrassing to me, I must admit. The children in the younger classes were still not so aware of hygiene. Many had dirty hands and running noses. I went around the classroom and asked a couple of children their names. Most were shy to answer. Then I asked one or two of them for their books, which they shyly showed me. I asked them to read a little of what was written. Some read it out and a couple were not able to. It is definitely understandable that it was the first time they had seen me and might have had some apprehensions. The older classes looked more organized. The attendance in most of the classes that day was about 80%. Some classes were also being conducted in the open in the corridor, due to lack of space.

Just behind this school no. 1 (Sankalp’s main location) there was an empty abandoned building, which could be very useful as an added space for Sankalp. But Cmdr. Choudhary, Aradhana Gupta and Radhika Sethi were telling me that they were trying to get this building from the government, but so far they did not have any luck.

Then Aradhana Gupta took me in their van to the other location where Sankalp had its school (school no.2) near another jhuggi cluster. This building had been built last year & was opened on 26th Jan 2005. There were about 2-3 classrooms here. The students here were in the age group of about 4 to 11 yrs. As I entered the first classroom I heard the children singing Hindi nursery rhymes. It was more like a pre-school or kindergarten class. In the next classroom, there were older children. They were reading aloud while I entered. I was immediately touched to see that in the same classroom there was a separate little spot on the floor, where a sheet was spread out and much younger children sat there, who were also repeating everything going on in the class. These were the younger siblings of the children attending the class. Some of the siblings were just a few months old and they sat or slept in their older siblings lap as the class continued. The teacher asked one of the girls to read out to me. Which she did well, then I asked another child to read to me and she did too. I was just overwhelmed to see how well the lifestyle of these children had been accommodated by the school and these children seemed to be happy to be there. 

Cmdr Choudhary then showed me another part of the building where they did vocational training like teaching sewing to the mothers of their students or any of the other women in that jhuggi cluster. I was there till it was time for the children to leave, which was about 1:00 PM.  As I was on the stairs above, I was really touched when I heard the teacher in a classroom downstairs say, “Kal koi baccha ghar pe nahin rahega. Aap saab ko school aana hai.” (Every child here must come to school tomorrow. No one must stay home.). She waved to them and headed out the building. Attendance is the  biggest problem since the parents do not have a motivation to send their children to school. So only if the child feels like coming they show-up. It was heart warming to see about 60 students in that building.

Next, I was taken to their mobile center, which had started recently. It is about 5-6 Km from school no.1. This was again in another slum area. This area, I was told mainly had rag pickers living near-by. There were open sewers everywhere. Many children were still in their hut or playing near—by, but not attending school. This location of Sankalp was like a temporary set-up with a makeshift classroom made by a metal grille enclosure. There were 2 classrooms. One was for really young children like pre-school, kindergarten or so. All of them had come with their boxes, since a midday meal was provided to them. I then visited the next classroom, which had children of various age groups, like 6 to 11 yrs or so. When I asked to see their notebooks, they were only too eager to show me. In fact almost the entire class wanted to show their notebooks and were happy to hear words of encouragement.  I saw several children were doing numbers, some doing addition, subtraction, multiplication and one even showed me LCMs. They all seemed happy to be there. When I asked the Sankalp staff about the several children outside that were not attending class, they told me that the parents of these children preferred that they do rag picking since they would be able earn money that way. 

Of the 3 schools I visited, I felt the children in this mobile school were most lacking in hygiene and just general discipline. I was happy that this location was chosen since it appeared that these children were in real need of some level of education. I was told that the children in the main Sankalp building had been coming there for many years so they were more streamlined.

After seeing school No.3 I headed back home. I was amazed at just how much poverty existed within this city that appears pretty affluent at a glance.

Site visit on 23rd Dec 2005

This time I visited the main Sankalp building at 2:00 PM. There were some classes going on. There are 2 sessions in Sankalp – a morning session and an afternoon session. I went into the classes of the afternoon session. They were pretty much the same as the morning session, except for a different set of children. This time I noticed that there were several children in the playground out side. These I was told were the young children of the jhuggis near-by who were not yet of school going age and were found loitering around, just near the compound wall of the school. So the staff at Sankalp allows them to come to the school. They spread out sheets & give them some toys (from the utility bank) to play with while a lady watches them for a couple of hours. Aradhana told me that this way they get to see the other children in the school and can be initiated to come to school and probably will feel like coming to school when they are old enough. In the meantime it gives them a purpose and some routine to their day.

Then I saw the computer room. There was a computer teacher there. There were boys and girls from 10th to 12th STD there. Some of them were trying to use MS Word. There were some ex-students of Sankalp that had transitioned to Govt. schools or students from the Govt. schools.

Shortly there came a group of ladies for a sewing vocation class being conducted there. A sewing teacher hired by Sankalp was teaching the women from the slums near-by.

Future Plans:

I spoke to Cmdr. Choudhary and the rest of the committee regarding Sankalp’s future plans:

· In future they plan to transition children from school no. 2 & 3 to their main school no.1.

· They plan to build a corpus fund.

· They are also looking into near-by villages in Haryana where they can open school location. Cmdr. Choudhary & Aradhana Gupta has been scouting near-by villages.

Concluding Remarks:

I was happy with the general functioning of Sankalp and its attempts at reaching the slum areas near-by. Cmdr. Choudhary is a dedicated social worker with a strong belief in his cause. His committee members like Aradhana Gupta and Radhika Sethi are very dedicated too. Their problem in the past has been communication. Initially it was hard to maintain communication via email. However now that problem is less. Still issues like lack of power from time-to-time delays communication.

I feel Asha should continue to support Sankalp. They appear to be a very dedicated staff. I think we at Asha could  definitely look into supporting school No.3 or new jhuggis that they identify or helping them build up their corpus fund.

