How the project started:

Since I (Radhika) wanted to get involved in project work at Asha, on one of my trips home to Pune in Feb 2007 I got in touch with Guru who is one of the founders of Asha Pune. He told me about 2 organizations he had worked with successfully through Asha. Swadhar was one of them. In my initial chat with Anjali Bapat who manages several projects at Swadhar, I learnt about the organization’s core mission and goals. Since then, several phone calls and emails later, we put together the project proposal for a community center in Pune. Briefly, the community center aims to offer several activities during the day for children and adolescents who live in one of the many slum pockets in Pune. The highlights of the center are non-formal education classes for children between the age of 6 and 14, vocational training for young adults, library service and supervised study time for children in the latter part of the day. After the first cycle of presenting the proposal to the Asha team in Chicago, Deepam from Asha Chicago and Guru from Asha Pune along with other volunteers from Asha had the opportunity to visit Swadhar’s projects in Pune. Below is a summary of that visit provided by Guru.
Deepam and Guru’s site visit, Dec 2007:

Deepam, Anand, Hriday, Mrs. Bapat and I visited the Akshardeep Community Center in Bibvewadi on the 13th.  This particular community center is funded by Wipro (funding
involves initial set-up costs and running costs, approx 6 lakh INR/year, for 3 years).  As I understood it, the idea of having a community center is to act as a focal point for all of Akshardeep's activities in that area.  For example, at the community center that we visited, they run Non Formal Education (NFE) classes for the children, adolescent girls training/classes, remedial learning classes and a reading center.  There is some activity in the center through the day.  There is a social worker with a Masters degree, (an MSW, masters in social work) who is responsible for the place and she supervises the activities as well as visits the local area to build a rapport with the local community, poll them for their requirements, conduct surveys, etc.  Before this community center, Akshardeep still ran the same activities in the Bibvewadi area - however,  they ran them out of unattractive sheds for part of the day (the sheds were used for other activities during the rest of the day) and not all activities were in the same location (viz. the same shed).  On the one hand, this might look purely cosmetic - however, I believe it when Akshardeep (Mrs. Bapat) says that better packaging will have much higher impact.  I would imagine that the nicer classrooms are certainly more inviting for the students, and having a nice, done-up center like this helps it stand out as a very different place from the surrounding slums. Therefore, it might be possible to create a different atmosphere in this "special zone" and make it more conducive for learning and build value for it in the local community.  I saw an example of this in a daycare/NFE that Akshardeep runs in the Forbes-Marshall premises in Pimpri Chinchwad.  Parents of children who go to this center are much more willing to contribute some small amount to get their children to go there since there is the Forbes-Marshall brand that rubs off on this center (Forbes Marshall is a big local employer and several of the parents likely work there or aspire to).  The same Akshardeep teachers also run classes in the nearby areas in small run down sheds, typical of most NGO NFE operations in urban slums, but the parents/local community don't appear to value these as much.  Another example of where environment has helped is children from the Bibewadi area who go to a "regular" school in the Pune city (Ankur, sponsored by Asha SV SAC).  These children are really much more confident and better trained than children who go to the NFE schools.  Of course, this last example is not merely cosmetic packaging, but it is clearly an example of how providing a different environment, for even a short period of the day, can influence the children.  Will a community center in the same area work, even if it is done up?  I don't really know, but this might be a worthwhile experiment if the learnings from this are carefully documented.  Also, exactly what is Akshardeep pitching for?  In the past, Asha has funded the "normal" NFE centers and children (via. SAC) but we've never really funded a community center.  Therefore, we need to clearly think about what we would expect a center such as this to achieve, and debate whether this is money well spent.
 
Deepam had several concerns about NFE schools potentially duplicating the existing government system, viz. could money spent on NFEs be used to bus these children to local government schools, etc.  Having visited several NFE schools in and around Pune over the last several years, I don't think this question really worries me much.  The NFE schools provide a flexibility that conventional government schools don't match and that helps keep these kids in school and in the learning process for long enough for (at least some of them) to transition back into the regular stream after a few years.  Therefore, it is complementary to the existing system and the Maharashtra government acknowledges this by providing funding to run these NFE centers (several Akshardeep schools come under a scheme called the Mahatma Phule Yojana).  Unfortunately, these schemes don't cover all the costs and that is where Asha has stepped in, in the past.  This is not pertinent to the proposal regarding community centers, but I thought I'd put this down anyways, in case others have similar concerns.
Radhika’s site visit in Feb 2008:

On this trip, I first met with Guru as a follow up to his site visit. We debated the pros and cons of spending money on one center with several activities versus the cheaper option of conducting only NFE classes in many areas. A community center as proposed by Swadhar costs more because of the rent that needs to be paid for occupying a room for the entire day. Even so, I felt that the variety of activities at different times of the day would offer many more opportunities to people in different age groups. Each option had its strengths and we felt that the best way would be to start a center and monitor its progress and impact over time. 
I then met with Anjali Bapat again and she introduced me to the active volunteers at Swadhar Pune. I was also shown Wipro’s center, since it is the current working model that our community center will be based on. A vocational training class in tailoring for adolescent girls was in progress at the time. The teacher described the class’ activities to me in English. We also had a visitor during the class. A girl who had studied at one of Swadhar’s previous classes had dropped by to say hello. Anjali told me that a few years ago, this girl would not even look up when she spoke. She used to be shy and reserved. Whereas now, with newly acquired skills she spoke confidently. Very encouraging. 
I asked to look at the books that were part of the library service. (Refer photos). I was told that the books were a huge hit at the center and changed hands often. 
The Wipro center seems to have got off to a good start. Our next stop was to a location where computer classes were held by Swadhar every afternoon for 2 hours. I did not witness a class in session, since we were early. But I spoke to the teacher who told me that in the recent past many older folks were visiting the computer center even though the class was initially meant for adolescent girls only. 
We next headed to the prospective location for our community center. Though we looked at one place (photos included) which seemed very promising, we later found out that it was being shared by another organization. Negotiations for the location of our community center are still on as of July 10, 2008. 
