I visited in Vidya Kiran project in Mysore on July 31st, 2010.  I spent half a day interacting with students (about 15 of them) and then some time at the office.
Vidya Kiran is addressing a critical problem of helping good students from rural areas to transition successfully to +2 colleges in Mysore.  One of the biggest challenges children face is the need to switch from Kannada medium to English medium.  Kannada medium is an option up to class X, and many students in rural areas are likely to study in that medium.  But it appears that in pre-university (+2) the option of Kannada medium does not exist for Science students.  Students have to make the transition to English medium if they want to study Science.  This is a difficult transition since they are not used to studying English, and their English skills are typically limited compared to students who went to school in larger towns, have more exposure to English, and have had the infrastructure to learn English better.  SVYM has encountered many instances of students who did extremely well in Kannada medium in class X but then struggled in class XI resulting in a loss of confidence and a lack of clarity on what to do next.  They often switch to Humanities courses (because Humanities courses can be studied in Kannada medium) which might not be their interest  or switch to some other program entirely.  In addition students face other challenges while transitioning from a rural high school to a college in a city (Mysore).

Vidya Kiran aims to help these students by providing support in a variety of ways.  An important part of the support is what could be termed as career counseling.  If a student has failed and wants to switch courses, they counsel them to retake the exam.  If a student wants to switch to a different course of study but wants to continue in Science in some form, they research and discuss options with the student such as industrial technical courses and so on.  My sense was that in typical middle class families such advice and knowledge would be available within the circle of family and friends.  For students who are first in their family to go to college, this type of counseling is very valuable.  They are presented with options they would not have known about otherwise.  Another part of the support is just sheer moral support, helping their level of confidence and motivating them to not give up.  The center in Mysore also has books and other material that are available for the students to use. The students come to the center, use the materials, and also come together several times a week to listen to special lectures related to their topics of study and so on.  
The students were selected by going to major pre-university colleges and talking to the principal to identify bright students whose families are poor and who might be facing these issues.  They do not differentiate students in terms of caste, so students who are part of the program also belong to castes which are highly ranked socially.  Every student deserves a chance so not using caste as a selection criteria is a very good thing, but it was interesting to observe (in my limited time with the group) that a student from such a caste (who identified herself as such) tended to be more bold and seemed to take more of an initiative while taking part in the discussions.  I would guess the project coordinators recognize that and pay attention to increasing the confidence of students who are from castes that are ranked lower socially.  This might be something to keep in mind as programs evolve on the project.  In general some students were more vocal than others, which is always the case in a group, and if possible it would be good to track/observe how the confidence levels of students who might be more unsure of themselves.  Once again I should stress that my observations were from only half a day.    
Records on each student were thorough and immaculate.  The project coordinators are clearly very vested and involved in the success of each student. My only thought was that perhaps more books can be made available, and in general have more discussion sessions on topics not directly related to studies, so as to help them develop themselves as objective and scientific thinkers.  For example, one of the students was very curious about the US political system.  This might not be directly related to his field of study, but any support of his interest, such as discussions with visitors from the US, reading of articles on the web and discussing them, comparing it with the Indian system, etc. would expose him to various related topics.  Similarly different students will have different interests.  These types of activities, not directly related to their studies, have been seen to bring about a sense of confidence in taking on the world in another project. I recognize that there might be budget constraints which might not make this feasible, so these are just my suggestions..  
