Site Visit to Vikas Bharati School
· Priya Annaluru

Vikas Bharati school is being supported by the Boston chapter of Asha for Education since 2007. The school was started by Mrs. Bharati devi in 2001 with the intention of providing educational facilities to the children of the slums near Nagole in the suburbs of Hyderabad. 
I visited the school during the first week of April in 2009. The school is located at a short driving distance from my home, so I decided to ride my moped to the school.  It was almost noon by the time I reached the school. After arriving at the school, I went straight into the principals office to meet Mrs. Bharati Devi. I have spoken Mrs. Bharati Devi before so we didn’t need any specific introductions. After the initial greetings we started talking about how the school was functioning and the progress of the kids etc. 

The school runs in a rented building. The building is actually a residential house which is being used as a school building. Most of the rooms in the building have wooden partitions to create separate spaces for classes. The school currently doesn’t have a dedicated principal, so Mrs. Bharati Devi is supervising the day to day activities. In the principals room I could see a bureau with books. I was told that these were the books that were given by Omprakash foundation.

The school currently has about 200 kids from LKG to 10th class. The medium of instruction is English. All the students in the school are from the poorer economic background with a majority of the parent demographic being day wage laborers, auto riksha drivers, construction laborers etc. Education is provided free of cost in this school although Mrs. Bharati Devi requests the parents to voluntarily pay a fee depending on their own ability. Each month some of the parents pay anywhere between Rs 30 to Rs 100 as the tution fee. The school has a total of 13 teachers and two supporting staff (one aaya and a watchman). The school also provides free books and uniforms to all the kids at the beginning of each academic year. The school also runs a mini auto to pick up some kids who come to the school from longer distances. Mrs. Bharati Devi brought me up to speed on all the extra curricular activities that the school kids have been involved in during the academic year and the pictures of most of the events organized by the school or the events in which the kids participated elsewhere. The school has participated in events like science fairs, elocution,essay writing competitions, and health camps etc.
After talking for some time in the principals office, we stepped out to look around the class rooms. Since my visit to the school was almost towards the end of the academic year 2008-09, the students were taking their final exams on that day. The kids were excited to see a visitor in their school with a camera in the hand. One of the first things I noticed in all the class rooms was that the walls were pretty badly stained and could use some fresh paint. There was just one bathroom for all the kids in the school which meant that it needed constant maintenance during the day. And despite the best efforts to keep the bathroom clean, I could smell the odor in the adjacent classroom. There are a total of 8 rooms in the building and some of the rooms house two classes each. The classrooms were in general small for their strength. Due to space limitation 5th and 9th standards run in the verandah of the building. These two classes have been chosen to be taught in the verandah due to the strength of the class (12 kids in 5th and 5 kids in 9th). Mrs. Bharati Devi was well aware of all the physical limitations but due to various financial and location based constraints the existing building was the best option available to run the school. 
Mrs. Bharati Devi also mentioned that she was looking into other options into move the school into for the next academic year but they would take some time to materialize. 

Despite the building the kids were a really active bunch. I was greeted with cheerful smiles and big hellos in all the classes. I noticed that most of the kids could read and write in English fluently. I checked the notebooks of a few students from various classes and I was surprised to see that they have a very good cursive writing and very well organized class notebooks (meaning question written in red and answers written in black and diagrams are drawn only with pencil etc). I gave my camera to few kids from 9th classes and taught them how to take a picture. They were curious about how that thing worked. They seem to mingle very well I struck a good rapport with them in a short time. 

The children seemed to be active in various extra curricular activities like painting, story telling, elocution etc. Some of the students recited a few poems for me. I was told by Mrs. Bharati Devi that around 30-50 students drop out of school each year and an almost equal number of students join in. That seemed to make sense since the near by slum usually has a sizable migrant labor. After spending about a total of 3 hrs talking to Mrs. Bharati Devi, school teachers and the kids I thanked them for their time and set my way back home.

Overall, the school has infrastructural issues. Given the serious space constraints the school has Kamalakar trust and Asha should look into facilitating the relocation of the school into a facility that is more condusive to running a school. As far as the performance of the students is concerned, the teachers seem to be doing a pretty commendable job of not only making sure that the academic performance standards are maintained but also provide a platform for students where they can explore their creative faculties.
