ASHA Chennai


V-Excel site visit report
Date: 22 Feb 2007
Volunteer: Bhaskar Venkateswaran
[Will be useful to read the original proposal/questionnaire before you read this report]
V-Excel Educational Trust is a registered non-profit organisation working to address issues for children with special needs and mental & developmental disabilities. It is located in Mandaveli, Chennai.

Ajita Panshikar, Asha’s contact at V-Excel, arranged a site visit for me on the 22nd of February. Ms.Jayanthi R Vishwanath, the Administrative Co-ordinator, was kind enough to take me around the different centres of the Trust (all in the same building) and introduce me to some of the teachers working there. I also had a few follow-up phone conversations with both the ladies to clarify a some things.
As one can gather from their proposal and their website (www.v-excel.org), they run three schools and offer a number of services in their Chennai centre. I will first describe their screening and assessment procedure and then give a summary about some of the centres.

Informal Assessment:

Every child interested in joining V-Excel first undergoes an informal assessment. The parents are allowed to be present during the process to re-assure the child. The assessment is usually done by Dr.Vasudha Prakash, the Director/Founder, who is an academician with a doctorate in Special Education from Rutgers University, New Jersey. Other senior personnel might sometimes be involved in the process as well, which takes about 2-3 hours to complete.
The child’s skill levels, mental development, degree of disorder, attention span, and sensory perceptions are some of the factors that will be assessed. V-Excel tries to determine if the child will be a good fit in their schools based on these factors. For instance, they usually would only take in a child whose disorder is in a mild to moderate stage. They would not admit a child whose disorder in a more advanced stage as he/she would require one-on-one attention and might require medical attention, which V-Excel does not provide. No matter the decision, an assessment report is provided for the child. They charge Rs.200-300 for this assessment and report.
Formal Assessment and Classification
Once a child is admitted based on an informal assessment, there is a formal assessment done to determine the school and class he/she would best fit in. The original assessment report is used for this purpose in addition to another main factor, which is the child’s age. A description about the schools will help better understand which school the child goes to.
Kaleidescope Learning Center

This special school, as described in the V-Excel document, has children with Autism, Aspergers’ Syndrome, Attention Deficit (Hyperactivity) Disorder, Down’s Syndrome, Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, Mental Retardation etc. A few observations:

· The children are typically 4-14 years old.
· There are seven classes in this school, which are Montessori, Kindergarten, and Primary 1 through 5.
· The Montessori class currently has about 10 students and is the biggest. This class is based on the Montessori model of education and has children needing the most attention because of the seriousness of their disorder. Almost all of them are non-verbal and are prone to wide mood swings, making the task of the teachers very hard.
· The other six classes have about 5-7 children and the two main factors for classification are age and mental development.

· They try to have a balance of verbal and non-verbal students in every class. This, I was told, helps interaction within the class and fosters a friendly atmosphere as they try to help each other out.

· The classes also have a mix of children with different disorders like Autism, ADD and Mental Retardation.
· The education is very slow and deliberate because it is often difficult for the teacher to keep the children’s attention for long enough periods. There is a timetable for every class, but the teaching involves a lot of repetition and redundancy.
· The children in these classes are quiet and pretty well-behaved, except for occasional mood swings.
V-Excel Remedial Center
This is a feeder program for the KLC and it is designed to help students who do not perform as expected in any of the three domains of learning, viz., cognitive, effective, or psychomotor. The students are trained on a one-on-one basis to improve their study skills and to organize themselves better. At the time of my visit, there were four children having one-on-one classes with their teachers.

Bridges Learning Academy
This academy provides structural and time-bound programs for children who have specific learning disabilities such as dyslexia, dyscalculia, dysgraphia, etc. The academy follows the National Institute of Open Schooling (NIOS) curriculum which fosters self-learning by allowing freedom of choice in subjects. Basically, it is an alternate means to acquire a secondary level education in a flexible manner.
Other centres/services:

Therapy

Providing different kinds of therapy for these special children is one of the most important steps in their education and growth. They include:
· Speech and communication therapy

· Music therapy (I was told that children love this and take a special interest in these sessions)

· Occupational therapy

· Sensory integration therapy

· Pet therapy

· Art and craft

· Yoga

Therapy is part of the curriculum and daily calendar for all children going to Kaleidoscope Learning Center and V-Excel Remedial Center. There are staff, therapists, and rooms dedicated to these. I saw the Occupational Therapy Center where children were going through different OT activities. Some of them I noticed were:

· Miller method and Miller board (http://www.millermethod.org/)
· Texture and machine massages

· Jumping on a trampoline

· Motor activities such as kicking a football, playing in a swing, throwing a ball, hopping, etc.

This certainly seems to be a very important part of the schooling here because the therapists and staff are well aware of the needs of these children, and are able to provide focused individual attention. More importantly, it provides these special children a chance to overcome some basic disabilities, lose their fear of interaction and become more curious about the world around them.
Academy of Teacher Excellence
This academy serves to achieve one of the two main goals of V-Excel, which is to train both regular mainstream teachers and special education teachers to handle the needs of mentally & developmentally challenged. They conduct one year and short-term (4-6 weeks) courses. Some of the courses include Autism, Parenting, Counseling, Learning Disabilities, etc. A 6-week course with 4-6 hours of class every session costs about Rs.4000.
Conclusion:

V-Excel is certainly a very well-run and well-managed organization. The teachers, staff, and volunteers seem very dedicated to their work, and take pride in making an impact in the children’s lives. V-Excel also has a good system in-place to work continually towards “making a difference in the world of disability” (their vision). I am certainly impressed by the level of commitment and dedication top-down in the organization. 
Now to the main question – can they reach out to economically disadvantaged children with our funds?
V-Excel charges Rs.1800-2700 per child per month, which is an amount that only at least the middle class can afford and is too expensive for the poor. They do have about 5% (less than 10) of the children who cannot afford the education here, and V-Excel subsidizes their fees and/or tries to get sponsors for them. So, given that they have always charged a fee for admission, I don’t think they have a system in-place to seek, assess and cater to the economically disadvantaged. If ASHA wants to fund only 20 such children for the next academic year, the only way is for us to request them to seek out special children from the poorer section of the society. I am not sure if this is an achievable objective because they have not done it before and it will be a new process for them as well.
Capacity is another issue. As it stands, V-Excel does not have the capacity to admit any more children until some of the existing children leave. The latter might happen for various reasons including:

· V-Excel deciding that the child is ready to move on (rarely happens)

· Child needs more attention than can be provided by V-Excel

· Parents’ personal situation changes (finance, moving, etc)

They already have a long waiting list but are unable to accommodate because of resource constraints. Infact, their proposed budget is essentially to meet the needs for expansion in terms of therapy costs, teacher salaries, better infrastructure, more space, etc. In order to meet our requirement, V-Excel would have to admit at least 10 new poorer children the next academic year.
Also from their perspective, they have requested funds for quite a different set of items, and their needs are not going to be met by our funding directly. As I see it, there is not more than a 20% overlap between their request and our funding proposal in the current setup. In essence, if we want to stand firm on our objective to only reach out to the economically disadvantaged, I certainly think that we will have to work with them closely to come up with some kind of a plan for our funds. Implementation and follow-up, like any other project, will be very relevant and important.
PS: I did go through their financials on the website and the budget provided by them. But I did not have a chance to go through their books and understand their accounting. I was not sure if it was a necessary step as I assumed that due-diligence must have been done prior to approval of funding by ASHA Seattle.
