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Other schools: Government and corporation schools with similar facilities – free education, midday meal programme. Although the goals are the same, Olcott is a radically different school that offers all-rounded education (including vocational training). Olcott also faces stiff competition from the government schools due to salary structures (government schools pay ~10 times more than Olcott does), leaving room for only the truly passionate teachers to work. 
Number of families in the neighborhood: ~500-1000

Parents’ profiles: Low-income informal sector workers and fishermen. Parents meet with teachers during PTA meetings, and in informal interactions. Many of the parents are alumni of the school, and volunteer their time for the school. Parents are able to see their children grow in various ways – as students, as family members, as friends, and as human beings.
Children’s profiles: Children stuck around after classes, until roughly 6 pm. This is highly unusual, since most children are happy to go home once school is over for the day. This reflects how much the school welcomes children and gives them the liberty to be themselves, and allows them to balance work and fun. 
Children of this school seemed to have least amount of barriers in their conversations with teachers and the headmistress. This is a healthy sign: children must not be afraid to voice their opinions and share their thoughts with anyone. The HM speaks to them in English, which they all seem to grasp. This form of familiarization with English, and the HM’s plans to incorporate further English lessons is a great way to prepare them for the English-speaking world.
Teachers’ profiles: Teachers are paid roughly Rs.2000 per month, which is a pittance compared to the government school salary of Rs.15,000-20,000. However, it is the pittance which filters the truly passionate from the rest. Teachers also stayed around until ~ 6pm, which is almost impossible to see elsewhere. The school also faces the problem of attrition—teachers leave the school for better-paying government schools. If there was a way to pay them higher salaries, either from the Theosophical trust or external funding agencies, then the truly deserving teachers can also be satisfied monetarily. After all, the teachers deserve better salaries for their hard work.
Teachers are proficient in Tamil and conversant in English. They have been training under the mentorship of the HM throughout, which varies from use of technologies like greenboards, to expression through posters and charts, to being friendly with their children, to personality development. 
Teaching profile: Education is combined with vocational training, which leads to all-round development of the students’ skills. Training is provided for embroidery, batik painting, stitching bags, pillowcases, and so on, which are highly marketable skills upon graduation from school. A resident counsellor provides moral and emotional support to children, in addition to building their creativity and expression. An example is the sketching of the Banyan tree at the Theosophical society. The children were given cameras and asked to shoot pictures of the tree, which was later depicted in a wall-size painting made by the children. 
The school: The school itself seems to have gone through a sea change after the current HM, Mrs. Suryanarayanan, took over. She brings her expertise from years of teaching and managing at private Mumbai schools. She has successfully moulded her expertise into the unique requirements on the Olcott school. The school offers much more than education and vocational training. It seeks to create well-rounded human beings, that can be independent, creative, resourceful, and compassionate in the outside world. For a school that offers free education, it is often the case to take the resources for granted and provide sub-standard teaching. Olcott is a shining example of the contrary. Instead of complaining about the lack of resources, the HM struggles hard to find them from outside. Once found, they are utilised in efficient and impactful ways that directly affect the performance of the children. 
Many children who complete 10th standard go on to study upto 12th and even college. The HM once again finds money for these children to finish their education. These children have a great sense of self esteem and feel competent to survive in the demanding world. 
Computer training is provided to children after school. This is a truly important skill to possess in this age. Dyslexic children are provided special training. Which school providing free education provides dyslexia training? The HM fought for these children, and found a way to allow them to write specially tailored exams for Class 10. Two dyslexia counsellors provide special training after school hours. 
Greenboards are used for better legibility of writing. Specially-constructed boards are used to pin up charts and posters.
The school is able to break the cycle of poverty, by educating the children beyond the threshold of jumping back into the vicious cycle of dropouts and informal work. In my own experience, children of slum communities often lack support to perform well, and in turn, fail in school. Or they are voluntarily stopped by their parents from attending school to contribute to extra income. And they go back to square one, becoming skill-less and remaining poor. Olcott breaks this cycle by 1) inculcating good academic and vocational performance, 2) making it visible to the parents, 3) instilling the respect for education in them, and 4) supporting further education. Thus, what Olcott is doing is a worldclass example of how to break the cycle of poverty. Development researchers should study the school to learn from it!
Any funding for the school is highly worthwhile. Olcott has proven that with the help of a visionary, a dying school can be resurrected, reshaped and become resplendent. 

Asha funding:
Toilets: The toilets are ridiculously far away and need basic facilities like an overhead tank and sanitation. Children need good toilets for personal hygiene, and to remain disease-free. The toilets are also surrounded by thick trees of the forest, which need to be somewhat cleared up to pave a pathway to the toilets.
Drinking water areas: The drinking water areas need to be cleaned up. While I was visiting, I drank some water from one of taps. One of the kids informed me that a frog had jumped into the tank. I dread to think about other insects or parasites that may have entered these tanks. Children need good drinking water. These areas need clean-up and better infrastructure.
Wash areas: Similar to the drinking water facilities, these areas need an overhaul.
Electricity and fans: Chennai’s weather is unbearable without a fan. Children cannot possibly focus on their studies when they sweat and dehydrate due to the heat. Lighting is necessary for better visibility of the greenboards and 
In conclusion, under the leadership of the illustrious headmistress, Olcott shines and shines like the sun! I highly recommend any proposed funding to be disbursed to the school. I hope there are/will be more schools like Olcott and Asha will be fortunate enough to spot and fund them. 
