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Today we, from Asha, visited the teaching centers run by Mahila Swarojgar Samiti (MSS) with the help of funds from Asha.  Asha has been supporting this project for the past three years.  As we already had a list of their centers and the timings of their operation, we did not deem it necessary to inform them beforehand about the date and time of visit

We first visited the center located near the Collectry Farm Crossing.   This center is located on the Varanasi-Allahabad Highway, in a street near Chandpur Crossing.  This center is open from 7 am to 9 am.  25 children (16 boys and 8 girls) were studying when we reached.  Mr. Anshuman Gupta was teaching them.  He himself is a student of Class 12 and after teaching here, he goes to school. This is a small basti of about 40 families belonging to the Gond community.  These families have migrated from different regions to Varanasi.   These people are involved in making sculptures from mud.  They have been living here, on Government land, for almost 40 years and till now their name has not been added to the voter list.  They also do not have a ration card, and the basti does not even have a handpump.  They do not send their children to the school even though there is a govt school nearby.  The children lend a hand in their parent’s profession at as early as 8-10 years old.  With the help of MSS, a center has been started here in Mr. Laxman Prasad’s hut for the past 1 year.   Mr. Anshuman Gupta is paid Rs 700/- per month as honorarium, but he has not been paid for the past 4 months.  The children had slate and books provided by MSS.  Their knowledge level was okay.  We also met Mr. Kailash, who is a coordinator for all the centers and also looks after establishing Self Help Group. We also talked with the basti people about the various schemes started by the govt.

The next center we visited was at Birbhanpur. When we reached the center, Mr. Iqbal was teaching about 22 children (12 girls and 10 boys). This room belongs to Mr. Sodar Vanvasi, who is currently staying with his family with his relations.  The people in this basti belong to Mushaar community.   Most of the people here live in a proper house built under the Indira Awas Yojana.  The villagers told us that the center has been running from 7 am to 9.30 am for the past two years.   All the children have been given slate, pencil etc. by MSS last month.   There is a Govt. Primary school about 1.5 km away from the Basti, and therefore, very small children are unable to attend it.  Mr. Iqbal told us that there are about 26 children in the basti who are between the ages of 4 to 14.  After learning basic alphabets and counting, many children have started attending the primary school.  Mr. Iqbal told us that he is paid Rs 500/- per month.  After teaching at the center, he himself attends school.  He also told us that the children have not been imparted any physical education.

We next visited the center at Kallipur, which is about 7 km from Birbhanpur.  This center was started in April 2005.  Mr. Ram Naresh, belonging to this Basti, has donated the land for this center. A shed, about 20 by 25 feet, has been constructed on this land.  The center runs from 9am to 3pm.  About 51 children (29 girls and 22 boys) were studying when we reached the center.  Mr. Brajesh Kumar and Mrs. Sohni Devi were teaching the children.   Mr. Abhishek, the third teacher, had gone to the city for some work concerning the organization. The classroom had a blackboard and few charts enumerating the alphabets. The teachers were teaching with the aide of these.  We talked with many children and liked the level of knowledge they have attained.  Children have been divided into class 1 and 2.  The teachers told us that about 80 children are enrolled but only 50 are regular. The teachers were paid Rs 500/- in april but after that they have not been paid.

A sewing center operates at this center from 3 to 5pm.  There are 2 sewing machines. Mrs. Sohni Devi teaches sewing in the evenings.  She told us that about 18 girls have been coming regularly to learning sewing.  She supplies all the materials for sewing herself.  She is not being paid any honorarium.

We met with the villagers including Mr. Ram Naresh.  They told us that they are satisfied with the center and are ready to provide support according to their abilities.

Around 1pm we reached the center at Harsos.  About 200 children were studying here in a govt. building (Farmer’s Center). We were initially pleased but later learnt that children from 2 organizations gather here for education.  About 50 children and 2 teachers belong to MSS.  185 children and 5 teachers belong to Navjyoti.  Today 44 children were attending the center.  The 2 teachers have been teaching here for the past 2 years and they have participated in the teachers training program conducted by Asha-Varanasi.  The teachers are paid Rs 700/- per month but have not been paid since April. The children hardly knew anything.  The children, who were identified as ‘sharp’ by the teachers, also did not know anything.  The teachers themselves were confused.  We felt, by talking to them, that the center is running without any enthusiasm.  We also talked to the children from the other organization and felt that they knew much more than the children from MSS.   The teachers belonging to the two organizations do not have any understanding between themselves and there is a constant undercurrent of enmity between them.  The MSS children were recently given slate, pencil etc. We suggested that instead of running the center as two centers, to join hands and run it as a single center.  We decided to talk to the coordinators of the two organizations. Premaji told us that MSS is running three SHG in Harsos.

Around 3.30 pm we reached Narayanpur Center. This is about 18 kms from Harsos.  There is a Mushaar basti, little away from the Main Narayanpur Village.  Here we found that a center is run in the morning between 9 am to 12 noon.  About 12-15 children attend this center.  The Govt School is about 0.5 kms away.  This center has been operational for the past one year.  We met with Manju Ray, who teaches at this center.  She belongs to the Rajbhar community of the village.  Talking to her, we felt that she is not interested in the teaching or any of the other activities of the organization.  The organization has not organized any other activities for these villagers. Manjuji told us that these children have not got anything from MSS.  Rekha does not visit this village often. The last visit was on 10 May.  Mr. Kailash comes sometimes.  Manjuji is paid Rs 500/- as honorarium but is not satisfied with it.

After visiting all these centers, we felt that the centers at Collectory farm, Birbhanpur, and Kallipur, are doing fine. The organization should help the people living near Collectory Farm to avail the services (Ration card etc.) provided by the govt. The center at Harsos should be joined with the center run by Navjyoti organization because operating two different centers, with different teachers, teaching levels, and materials, in the same premise is not good for the mental development of the children. Also the level of knowledge of these children is not satisfactory.  Therefore, the organization should concentrate its resources either on Kallipur Center or start a new center in another village. (Note: we talked today with Mr. Suresh Kumar, who is the coordinator for Navjyoti.  He has promised to run the two centers as one from the next year.  At present he does not have the resources). The organization is not able to coordinate the activities in Narayanpur center satisfactorily.  The distance could be a contributing factor.  We had initially felt that given the conditions of the villagers a center is necessary here. The organization should conduct programs here in this village regarding the importance of education and other social matters so that they become aware of these aspects.  It is also possible to change the attitude of the teacher who teaches here.  If the organization is not able to operate this center satisfactorily, then they should close it down.

The organization has not made any attempts towards health campaign, though it is urgently needed in this area.

We feel that Asha can continue to support this organization. The organization did not have funds, which is why many of their activities have been affected and teachers have not been paid.  We suggest that Asha partners should confer with Rekha on the budget for the next year.
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