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Building a good quality school that the children in the community can attend simply “provides” education for disadvantaged communities.  This does help the community – children get an education and are likely to have a few more opportunities open to them because of that education.  A key point of this model is that someone “outside” the community usually builds the school.  This can limit effectiveness and inclusion of community in decision-making. Additionally, when this “outside”group leaves for some reason, the project can collapse, unless active measures have been taken for the community to take over.  Even with community involvement, the line of demarcation between the school and the community can be rigid, and the people might not feel a sense of ownership of the school.

Asha and Empowerment:

In a desire to cause long-lasting change, some projects have focused on empowerment, so that the community can be empowered to start and run their own school, and start and run their own developmental activities.  One example is the work in the Lucknow and Lalpur area of UP started by Sandeep Pandey, one of the co-founders of Asha in 1991, who went back to India shortly after.  

Asha’s work in the area has focused on involving the villagers in all activities.  The underlying philosophy is that the Asha is the people, and people are Asha.  There is no demarcation between “us” the organization, and “them” the people being helped.  There is no “middle-man NGO” which does things for the people, rather it is the people themselves who are taking charge.  The Asha team is almost entirely youth from the villages in the area.  The youth have become involved with a spirit of responsibility and have an immense sense of ownership in the work as visible in the regular village level meetings.  All this has led to a sense of empowerment among the villagers - that they are in control of the changes in their lives.

Better Governance through Empowerment:

The Right to Information Movement was started in the area as a key feature of better governance.  The movement sought to invoke the people’s right to view the accounts of the local pradhans and leaders.  The government was sanctioning large sums of money for various developmental activities, but where were the funds disappearing?  What happened to the borewell promised a year ago?  What happened to the scholarship money that should be coming to the students of the school?  Why is there a large discrepancy between the claimed expenditure and the actual money spent on construction of the road? People began meeting with the pradhans to ask these questions.  If the pradhans did not oblige, the people started demanding answers.  There was strength in coming together and asking to see the accounts. Over the last three years, this has resulted in reducing the corruption in the area. More importantly, it has really inducted a ‘we can do it’ attitude in the villagers, which is empowerment.  There is genuine citizen participation in governance. 

The work has spread from the Lalpur village (a village 60km from Lucknow) to a 30km radius.  The District Magistrates of the districts in the area, Sitapur and Hardoi have been helpful and are supportive of the effort there.  Two tangible outcomes of this work have been observed recently.  One, corrupt government workers do not want to be posted to this area, because they know Asha volunteers will not allow them to be corrupt.  Government teachers are more regular; the public health center (PHC) is open for its regular hours (which is longer than the number of hours it used to be open).  Second, in the panchayat elections in the area, it has become essential for candidates to promise to disclose all accounts and hold open meetings that involve the villagers.  Candidates without these characteristics would find it difficult to be elected.  This is long-lasting change with all-pervasive impact.

Education and Empowerment: 

As part of improving the government functioning, the Asha team is trying to understand and address the problems of the government schools in the area.  For example, transparency in accounts helped students get their government scholarships in full, instead of 50% with the rest pocketed by the school administration.  Action taken by the villagers also resulted in two government school teachers being suspended for poor attendance and corruption. 

In parallel volunteers run several non-formal educational centers in the villages in the Lalpur area and in the Lucknow slums.  About 600 children in 9 villages in the Lalpur area – Lalamau mawai, Natpurwa, Lalpur, Meerakheda, Birhana, Tandkheda, Jamunipur, Nariya, and Mulhai kheda, and 300 children in 5 slums in Lucknow – Charbag, Kailash Kunj, Sprindale-Indira Nagar, Nadwa and Ring road benefit from these centers.  Attention is being given to the curriculum and children learn about their environment and community as well. Extensive teacher training and interaction camps are underway where teachers actively participate in curriculum design and compare learning methods and education materials based on Eklavya and Avehi-Abacus techniques. 

As with the work on improving governance, the unique features of education related work are the involvement of the local youth (all centers are run by the youth) and community support, sometimes in the form of land and classroom donations. One interesting aspect to note is that in all these educational centers, the initiative to start the activity came from the villagers.  For example, on hearing about Asha’s work the Natpurwa youth approached Asha and said they would start activities in their village. In the words of one resident of Meerakheda village, Mr. Ramashankar: “There is no road, electricity, or school in the village, the situation is quite desperate. In this darkness the ‘Asha Parivar’ has brought a ray of light. I am heartened to see that these volunteers really are doing tangible work. Hence I donated my house to start a school. My family did not oppose this decision of mine. Certainly, this is the only organization that is not interested in politics but only in caring for the poor.” (Excerpt from Satchchi Mutchchi magazine, August 2003 edition)

Outcomes of the Work:

The desirable outcome of this participation by the villagers at all levels is that the work is directed by the villagers, resulting in the consideration of meaningful and longer-term “outcomes” instead of immediate “outputs” such as number of books distributed, as typically measured in externally imposed metrics.  The villagers know what they need best.  The rate and extent of change is within the grasp of the villagers giving them complete control over the local institutions and Asha’s intervention. In this sense, empowerment has served to enable the villagers’ participation by leveling the playing field between the power centers of government, vested groups, NGO, and the people. Change from within has followed. The people are involved in determining the future of their children.

