Amcha Ghar (http://www.amchaghar.org/)
Holden Karnofsky visited Amcha Ghar on November 17, 2010 and November 25, 2010.
Conversation at the orphanage
GiveWell: How did Amcha Ghar start and what is its history?

Amcha Ghar: My wife [Susheela Singh] was a social worker, and she encountered children being molested and wanted to do more for them.  We started researching how we could do this in 1996.

We started with four girls.  We felt things were going well and they were doing well in school. In the second year we had seven; in the third we had 11.  In the fourth year we had 11, still, because we had no financing from anywhere.  In the fifth year we had some financing come in from Switzerland.  There's a foundation there that looks after red-light-area children.  They are children.  They approached us and asked us if we could take some of those children into our project.  We agreed (on condition that they not have HIV).  We took 11 children from that organization, and they gave us financing for about 50% of our total budget.

GiveWell: How did they find you?

Amcha Ghar: Via the Internet.

GiveWell: How have you found children to take in?

Amcha Ghar: The original four were street children that my wife was working with.  Then, different NGOs would approach us saying "there is a child who needs help."  We would go and investigate and if we found that the child was in need, we would take her in.  That's how we came from 4 to 11.

 
For the past three years new children have come via referrals from the Women and Child Welfare Dept of Maharashtra.  We now have 32 children here, all girls.  The older girls are in college.   We have an extension home in Bhayander.  Elder children who have a part-time job stay there.  Here we keep children up to the age of 18.  We like children to be well-established before we ask them to fully fend for themselves.
 

GiveWell: Where do the children go to school?

Amcha Ghar: Everybody goes to the Amcha Ghar school, which we also founded and which we run.  That school is up to Standard 8.  Afterward they go to another school in Bhayander for 9th and 10th.
 
GiveWell: Can you tell me the story of the girl who just poked her head in? 

Amcha Ghar: She had a father and mother and elder brother who all died of AIDS.  When her mother was alive she wanted to give her up for adoption.  We found out that she wanted to give her up for adoption and we said we would take care of her. We found the mother through relatives who were staying in the village here who came to us.  At that time her mother was almost in the third stage of HIV.  

The girl herself does not have HIV.  She has two uncles.  They never visit.  Auntie visits her at least 6-7 times a year. She does take her home on vacations.  We send children home only during summer vacations.  Not Diwali, summer, and Christmas.  Summer is a longer holiday, almost two months. 

Visiting day is once a month only, the first Sunday of every month.  More than 50% of the children don't have to anyone to visit them, so we don't want to have visitors too often; it would be disruptive. 

GiveWell: What do the children do when not in school?
 
Amcha Ghar: They play with the computer (3 computers), they go around on bicycles.
 
GiveWell: What are your major expenses?

Amcha Ghar: Annual budget is around 16.75 lakhs.  Around 120 INR per child per day.  Main expenses are food and education.  Education costs around 4 lakhs for the whole thing.  Food is less than 7 lakhs per year.
 
GiveWell: What would you do if you had more funding?
 
Amcha Ghar: This environment is not ideal for the number of children we have.  I would like them to have an open space and do some sort of gardening and do some sort of things here which is not possible.  

This space was donated by a man who came by and thought our old place was too small.  He gave 12 lakh.

If we had the funds, we could take up to 200 children, getting referrals from the Women and Child Dept of Maharashtra.  We admit children only between age 3-5, because our main stress is education.  
GiveWell: What do you do aside from helping to run Amcha Ghar? 
Amcha Ghar: I am a caterer.  I have my own business, around Churchgate/Colaba.  Two hostels for working girls: Women's Friendships Union Hostel, and the YWCA Hostel.   Plus some outdoor jobs.  I get home by about 5, 5:30, then take the older children to English, Math, and Science studies.
Conversations with girls at Amcha Ghar

Nepali - 18 years old, in college (Abhinav College), 12th standard

Nepali: My name is Nepali, I'm 18 years old, and I'm in college (Abhinav College) - 12th standard.

GiveWell: What have you been doing today?

Nepali: I studied. I was helping in the kitchen.

GiveWell: What did you do last weekend?

Nepali: Last weekend I went to camp and over there I learned yoga and computer. I want to be an advocate [lawyer].

Shweta - 14 years old, attends Carmelite school in Bhayander West

GiveWell: What have you been doing today?

Shweta: Helping to cook food. I also went bicycling.

GiveWell: What will you do this weekend?

Shweta: Go down to the beach, do some bicycling.

GiveWell: What do you want to be when you grow up?

Shweta: A pilot. 

GiveWell: Airplanes?

Shweta: A pilot. 

Mini-interview with 5 girls at once

GiveWell: What do you want to be when you grow up?

· 2 answer "teacher"

· 2 answer "doctor"

· 1 answers "nurse"

GiveWell: What's your favorite subject?

· 1 answers "History"

· 2 answer "English"

· 2 answer "Science"

Notes from conversation with Susheela Singh, at the Amcha Ghar school (a week after the visit to the orphanage)

GiveWell: What's the basic story behind this school?

Amcha Ghar: For years we sent the children to Bal Vidhyala.  It was too expensive - not the fees, but things like the picnics - it came out to 25,000 INR per child per year.

We started a school in 2000 with 7 children. It is government recognized though it does not receive government funds. 

GiveWell: How did you become government recognized?

Amcha Ghar: We filled out the forms; someone visited and made corrections.  If you bribe, things get done faster - that's just how it is. 

The school is currently up to the 7th standard; we've applied for 8-10 and are waiting on that. We have a Marathi junior college. 

GiveWell: can you tell me a little about the teachers - how many have you interviewed, how many do you have, what do you pay them?

Amcha Ghar: We advertise for teachers; in the last year we interviewed about 50 and hired 5. We paid attention to their background, and our intuitions about them. There are a total of 15 teachers, each earning 3000-4000 INR per month. They're part time so they can earn a bit more on the side.

Teachers are required to have bachelor's degrees. Many don't when they apply to us; we get them trained vai the government.

School hours are 8:30-12:30, then 12:45-18:00.

GiveWell: Do you have a library?

Amcha Ghar: A small one, we're still trying to develop it.

GiveWell: Have any children returned from your orphanage to their families?

Amcha Ghar: Around 50 girls have gone back. If the mother comes back to us and wants to be reunited, we accommodate that.

GiveWell: Where are the children from?

Amcha Ghar: 2 are from Nepal; 3 are from the south, Andhra Pradesh. The rest are from Mumbai - Mumbai central, Vodala, Chamboor, Mina Road. 50% belonged to sex workers.

GiveWell: What are the fees for this school, for children who aren't in the orphanage?

Amcha Ghar: 160 INR per month.

GiveWell: And what are the total costs, and how does that break down?

Amcha Ghar: 50,000 to 60,000 INR per month - that's 250-260 INR per pupil. Rent is expensive, about 20,000 per month. Electricity adds another 4,000 to 5,000. Then there are teacher salaries, costs of excursion trips, etc.

GiveWell: How do the students do performance-wise? Do they take standardized tests that could give you a sense of this.

Amcha Ghar: They don't take any standardized exams. We have school exams: midterm exams, unit exams, etc. Out of 40 children taking exams maybe 10% do very well. 

GiveWell: What subjects do you teach?

Amcha Ghar: Hindi, marathi, science, maths, moral science. We teach values, prayers.

GiveWell: What other schools around here?

Amcha Ghar: Balvidhyala is the oldest. It's English medium. We wanted our children to have an education that was affordable but English medium, so we started this school. There's a Marathi medium government school right near this school [this is the one I later visited - notes below]. It has recently introduced an English medium as well. 

Notes from speaking to the headmaster at the school immediately next to the Amcha Ghar school

· This school belongs to the Bombay diocese. It has 4200 pupils. We have Marathi medium and English medium (the latter is only 9 years old).  I feel eventually the Marathi medium will die.

· This is a very poor area. The livelihood is mainly fishing, which has become harder because of global warming. Very few people move away from here - very local people. We hope we give children a good quality education. The problem is that the parents are not educated.

· People die quite early here - heart attacks, cancer, cyrrhosis. There is infidelity, there is incest.

· 20-25% of the students here drop out. After 10th standard they think they need money and go into fishing. But if you are well educated in India there is always a good job. Well educated kids get something like 20,000 INR a month which is good money. English is a must - the greatest gift the British gave India.

· The first class was conducted in 1946. This is a government aided school, though we don't have enough financing. The government pays for salaries of teachers and that's it. We need another building. The students are going up in number and one building is in dilapidated condition.

· There are 50-60 students in a class. We serve nursery to 12th grade and do higher education as well.

