Gramya site visit report by Sourav Chakraborty  (Date – 9th Dec 2006)
It was my second site visit in two days. I had gone to Navjyoti site visit the day before. We (my parents and I) left home at 7:30 AM. Pradeep (who helps Vallabh with Asha related work and the person who was coordinating everything of this trip) accompanied us.  Surinder who is one of the coordinator of Gramya also came with us. Bindu Singh is the other coordinator of Gramya. But her father was sick and she had to go to Kolkata for that reason. I could not meet her. Both of them stay in Beneras and visits Gramya two to three times a week. Pradeep had informed Surinder of my visit the day before.  So it turned out that the visit almost became a surprise visit as Surinder could not contact the people in Gramya and hence nobody there was aware of this visit. 
The Gramya project is located in the Chandoli district of Uttar Pradesh. It is the eastern most part of UP bordering Bihar. After traveling for nearly two hours we reached Chakia. It is a very small town about 80 Km from Beneras. Gramya has an office there. From there we drove for another one hour to reach our first destination. The area is called Naugarh and is located on the other side of the hill. The people in this part are quite poor. Also there is some caste problem in this area. The people of the Mushahar caste or the Chamar caste are pushed to a corner of the village of even to a separate village.
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I learnt that the main occupation of the people is this area is agriculture and occupations based in forests like collecting wood and honey. Although the land is quite fertile there is very little irrigation to sustain agriculture for the whole year.  On top of that the government has put up a two feet wall around the forest and entry inside the forest has been made illegal.  Hence the villagers are now afraid of going deep inside the forest. 
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Recently there was an uprising against the government. Since then this area has been demarcated as a naxalite affected area. The government now has set up large CIFS camps in the area. They can be seen all along the road. Surinder told that there were incidents of the CISF misbehaving with the villagers and hence the villagers, mostly the females, are afraid of traveling now.  The good outcome of all this is that government has given electricity connection to the villages in an attempt to have better control. 

My first stop was Chanpur. The first thing I noticed was extreme inadequacy of infrastructure. The classes were taking place on the open field. The field was enclosed by a fence. There was a mud hut at the very end. On the walls of the hut nice statements were written like “Education for girls is as much as necessary as education for boys.” The classes were from Class KG to 2.  The number of girl students was almost same as boys students.  
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That day the exams were going on. One exam per six months is conducted in all the schools of Gramya. The same question paper, nicely printed, is used is all the schools. I had a glance at the question paper. I found it of descent standard. That day it was Hindi exam. I did not disturb the kids much. I met the teachers who were conducting the exams. To maintain transparency the teacher of each school goes to a different school to proctor. I liked the way the exams were being conducted. 
The mud hut at the end of the field is used to keep stationary items and it is also the Asha Library. It seems that Asha has given a collection of 500 books to many schools. Using those books the library is formed. Anybody from the village can borrow a book for 4 days. A fine of few paisa has to be paid in case of late submission. 
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Then we went to the next school Jhumaria. It is located very close to the schools at Chanpur. The school has classes from 6 to 8.  The infrastructure is same as the earlier one.  There also the exam was going on and I did not disturb the students. 

There is a government school right next to the Asha’s school. This school has classes from 3 to 5. So the kids first go to Asha’s school at Chanpur for classes from KG to 2. Then they go to the government school for classes 3, 4 and 5. And then they join the Asha’s school at Jhumaria for classes 6, 7 and 8. 

 I visited the government school. As expected the infrastructure there was much better than the Asha schools. It seems that the nearest government primary school and high school is a quite a distance away. But the students are still registered with the government schools so that they can use the facilities that the government school provides like a set of school dress every year. 
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By now it was nearly 1PM. We headed towards the third school, Laltapur. This is the biggest school in Gramya. It has classes from KG to 8.  When we reached there the first half of the school was over. So the students had left for lunch.  They were coming back slowly for their second exam of the day. The infrastructure was exactly the same as the other two. The classes are held in open field enclosed by a bamboo boundary. There is a couple of mud huts where the stationary is kept and also houses the library. We sat down and started talking with the students. They sang some songs for us – folk songs taught by their parents. 

We went to have our lunch. We discussed the problems faced by the Gramya. It seems that the government thinks that Gramya supports the naxalites and hence wants to keep an eye on them. The villagers of upper caste initially refused to send their kids to schools where kid of lower caste was studying. After lots of effort from the Gramya team the schools are not accepted in the villages and in fact over 70% of the kids comes to schools. 

Another thing I noticed is that there were no female teachers. I asked Surinder about it. He told that there is currently no educated female in these villages. He expects that in a few years the current students will join Asha schools as teachers and then things will change. 

It took us nearly two hours to finish our lunch. When we returned we saw that the exam was over in Laltapur. The students were returning home and they were discussing among themselves as to how have they done in the exam and what should be the correct answer of the questions. I liked this attitude of the kids. They seemed to be really enjoying their schools. 
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There is one problem. The schools at Jhumaria and Laltapur are till class 8. The students are asked to join the government school for class 9 and 10 and higher. Most of the boys goes and joins the government school. But unfortunately very few girls continue their study. The reason being even if they want to continue their education they are afraid of traveling so far mainly with CISF people all around. I suggested how about extending the schools to class 10. Surinder told that it would require much more infrastructure and much better teachers. I think Asha should consider extending these schools. 
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By this time it was already 3PM and all other three were over. But I still wanted to visit them. First was Takiya. It is off the main road. When it rains in monsoon this village it cut off from the rest of the world. So it is important to have a school in this village. The school is held in a building build using Indira Niwas Jogyna some 15 years ago. It seems that  the building was unsuitable for anyone to stay. So they gave it for the school purpose. The room is really small inside and extremely dark. I was amazed how do they hold classes there. I met the villagers and they told that they really want their kids to study. The villagers are mostly tribal people and are really poor. 

The other two schools were on the other side of the hill.  They are located in two villages each having a total of atmost 50 houses. Most of the villagers are from the Mushahar caste. The people are really poor. All they earn is from breaking stones in the nearby hills. One truck of stones gives them Rs10.  They have not gone to any schools in generations and hence the need for education is not known to them. Gramya team worked really hard to get these two schools started. 
One of the schools is held in the open. It has one teacher and some 40 students. I met the villagers and it was shocking. It seems they rarely get to eat a full meal. I have never before come so close to such poor people. Really education to them is a luxary. I suggested Surinder to start mid-day meal in these kinds of schools. 
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In the other village, Alipur, the school is being held in an old abandoned building of the forest department. I met the kids. They were really excited once they saw my camera. I was happy to take their photos. This school is slightly older than the other one. 

Over all I was really pleased with the work that the Gramya team is doing. Against all odd they run 6 schools and they try to be as professional as possible. I had a set of suggestions for them. Firstly extend the two schools at Jhumaria and Laltapur to class 10. Introduce mid-day meals in schools where majority of the people are really poor. And thirdly it may be possible to put up some small sheds in which the classes can be held. 

The biggest complaint that the Gramya team had is that they don’t get their money on time. Getting money late makes life extremely hard for them.
