Arpan (http://www.arpan.org.in/)

On October 6, 2010 GiveWell staff member Natalie Stone visited the main office of Arpan and meet with founder and CEO, Pooja Taparia.
Pooja: According to a national study, 20% of children are severely sexually abused. We create awareness amongst parents and teach personal safety skills to children through schools. We work with various populations. We offer therapy to rescued minors. The organization was started in 2006 and was registered in 2008. 

GiveWell: How do you know if you are succeeding?

Pooja: Success is when a child tells us about teaching our lessons to his/her siblings, or when a child tells a parent about a problem, or when an adult survivor tell us that she has been able to move on, or when a parent praises the program. Ultimately, success is an India with empowered children.

GiveWell: What are some challenges you've encountered in your work?

Pooja: Our greatest challenge in denialism, but that is starting to change.

GiveWell: How many staff do you have and what do they do?

Pooja: We have 13 staff members. 3 go to the schools, 3 are counselors, 3 do administration including me, 2 are managers, 1 management consultant and 1 focuses on research.

GiveWell: Do you collect information on the people you serve and track them over time?

Pooja: We have an individual session with every child to assess abuse history. We haven't followed these children over time. Parents will often refuse therapy for their children. 

We have just begun doing advocacy. India lacks laws for these offenses. We created a working group that has issued recommendations. They have been taken seriously. We have an advisor who assists us with our curriculum. She is the founder of the Center of Child Abuse in Manila. We created a group to advise us on lesson plans. We piloted it in phases. We got feedback and made it more age appropriate. We also got informal feedback from children. 

We give children pre and post program tests. I can email you the reports. We test their knowledge and skills, which have shown a 35% increase after the program. We also send feedback forms to parents and teachers. Some parents expressed anxiety about teaching young children about these topics. We started parent sessions to explain the program to parents. Through these sessions we found that parenting skills were lacking. We teach parents to open communications channels and ask their children questions. 

We did a 6-month review with 766 children and parents. 500 parents wrote back. 87% of parents found that the program had been very useful. Each parent had spoken to an average of 6 other people about the skills they had learned.  Children gave 100% correct answers to ideintifying safe and unsafe touches.
GiveWell: How do you deal with the fact that the parents themselves may be the problem in some cases?

Pooja: We deal with the non-offending parent. In most cases, there's not much we can do because most can't move out of the situation. In 90% of cases, the offender is a known person.

GiveWell: How does your counseling program work?

Pooja: Most of our counseling is with adults. We work with them to reduce anxiety, build confidence and self-esteem, improve their capacity to deal with relationships, and increase their assertiveness. With rescued minors, we work to help them get stabilized and try and resolve their trauma through therapy. Changes we have seen in them after counseling is now they get into fewer fights, decrease self-harming behaviors, and they are more communicative of their needs.

GiveWell: What would you do with more funding?

Pooja: We need more funding. We would reach out to more parents and students, reach more schools, and teach more and more children personal safety skills so that they can protect themselves from sexual abuse.
We have reached out to over 12,000 adults and children so far. We are the largest known professional team in the country working on the issue of child sexual abuse in a focused manner.  We have a holistic approach towards the issue and do both prevention and intervention work.
Interested donors can give to us through Connect India. 

I also met with Yasmin, who directs the school-based program.

Yasmin: We first work with principals and then teachers. We teach them basic skills so they know how to refer students. Then we reach out to parents in a 2-3 hour session.

Children attend 6 classroom sessions of 1 hour each. We teach the primary school students (1st-4th grades) the names of private body parts, what are safe and unsafe touches, using emotions to know what's OK, words for feelings, how to respond ("if you're feeling confused/sad/unhappy you need to leave the situation"), how to be empathetic, to identify a trusted adult, and that's its never his/her fault and it's never too late to talk about it.

We tried using puppets. Now we use storytelling. Children have personal sessions with staff and tick on a sheet "I have a touching problem" or not. It's not totally accurate. 

Parents and teachers think counseling is only for insane people. We have a post-program session with parents and ask them to tell us about their experience. Parents may tell us "my kid says no for everything," and we tell them "it's ok, it will phase out."

We used to have a standard form for the children's pre and post-program test, but we realized that children weren't very fluent in English. Children were copying each other.  Now we only access a randomly selected 10% of students. We test them at the beginning of the program and again a few days after the program ends. 

GiveWell: What language are the lessons in?

Yasmin: In classes we use both Hindi and English.
