This has been the second year of Asha Cornell’s association with Mandra Lions’ Club (MLC) located at Purulia in West Bengal. The project is headquartered at Baghmundi, a small town amidst the rolling hills of the eastern edge of the Chotanagpur Plateau and is surrounded by a region cursed by the twin evils of infertile soil and lack of mineral wealth. MLC, led by its tireless president Somnath Singha Roy has been working since 1992 to alleviate the troubles of the people living in the nearby areas. Though the main thrust of the organization is the elimination of social and economic inequality, a significant portion of its efforts are directed to provide education to both children and adults.

Asha for Education, through its chapters at Cornell, Stanford and Silicon Valley, has been providing financial support to the schools run by MLC since 2002. As in other impoverished regions in India, the main problem is to get children and more importantly their parents, to actually become interested in education. The problem is compounded among the tribals living in the nearby hills as their mother tongue, Santhali, is not used as a medium of instruction even though it is a fully structured language written in its own script. With this mind, the MLC runs pre-primary schools called Alokkendras (“centers of light”) in the nearby villages of Rangati, Sindri, Ghorbandha and Telidi as well as a school at their headquarters at Baghmundi.  The schools have been running for quite a few years now and are proud to consider among their alumni most of the children in high school and middle school from this region. Instruction in the 74 tribal villages in the hills is facilitated by semi-permanent wooden structures which are passed off as school buildings. Educated youths from the tribal communities are exclusively employed as teachers in these schools to ease the fear and anxieties of the tribal children, many of whom are first generation learners.  The teachers, who also double as creators of textbooks and teaching material, are paid meager salaries and are in short supply, so these schools move from village to village, and at any time only ten of these schools are running. The hope is that if a particular generation in a village is educated and its children have joined the mainstream schools, then they can pass on their knowledge to the next generations.
 Asha Cornell has been supporting the five Alokkendras located in the plains. The school buildings are usually old houses donated by some of the more affluent villagers, and the teachers are usually local women. One of the positive influences of the school has been in providing gainful employment to local widows as teachers. At present there are seven teachers in these schools educating approximately 200 children. The teachers are usually paid a monthly salary of approximately Rs. 2000 ($40), except for the only graduate among them who acts as a co-ordinator and gets paid the princely sum of Rs. 5000 ($100). In an effort to provide wholesome education, MLC also organizes an Annual Sports Day for the pupils and encourages other extra-curricular activities. Since last year we have also been funding mid-day meals for the children. The parents are not a charged a single rupee for their child’s education and the enthusiasm of the local villagers for the schools as well MLC is not hard to discern when you talk to them. Both current students of MLC and those who have graduated recently were also unanimous in their appreciation of the schools and the teachers.  All of these schools operated out of $5000 received as funding from Asha Cornell for the year 2011-2012. We hope to be able to continue our fruitful association with MLC this coming year, too.

Unfortunately none of our volunteers were able to visit MLC’s schools this year and most of this data comes from the reports by Rajarshi Mukherjee, an AID volunteer from Boston who visited them this summer.

