Project Description: 

Bihar is among the least developed states of India and ranks near the bottom in almost all social and economic development indicators (Infant mortality rate is 61/1000 live births; sex ratio is 928 females/1000 males; only 10 percent children are immunized; literacy level is 48 percent; primary school enrollment is 52 percent as against the national average of 77 percent; it is the only state where primary school enrollment fell in the 1990s). Education statistics show that about 90 percent of the eligible children are enrolled in the primary schools, but only a small proportion (12 percent) reach the secondary level, as economic necessity forces them to work. These figures are much lower for girls, and for rural as opposed to urban children. 
Within such a contextual background the Asha Samajik Vidyalaya (community school) was started in a tola (hamlet) called Gonwara village, 5 kms west from Sindhiya block Head Quarters. This tola is located about 1.5 kilometers from the main village called Mahe in the Samastipur district of Bihar. Samastipur is one of the most backward districts of the country with 62 percent of the population living below the poverty line and a literacy rate as low as 46 percent. The local communities in Gonwara are Mushar and Chamar (one of the most marginalized communities in the country). There are around 30 families and the population of this tola is about 300. They live in segregated colonies in mitti-phus (mud-hay) houses; they don’t own land and live on land provided by the Brahmins; women mostly work as agricultural labor; and men mostly work as brick kiln workers (paid at the rate of Rs 130/1000 bricks). The brick kilns are closed during winter so the men migrate to the states of Haryana or Punjab to work as agricultural labor. The children below 14 years also work in the brick kilns and are paid at the rate of Rs. 20 for 6-7 hours of work. Thus child labor is also an important issue in this region.
Asha Samajik Vidyalaya was started by Manoj Kumar, an Asha volunteer who spent two years working with the Asha Ashram at Lalpur, Lucknow (Uttar Pradesh). In August 2004, he came back to his village in Samastipur because of ill health. He recognized the lack of education facilities in this region. The nearest government school was around 1.5 kilometers and the small children could not go there. He decided to use the skills he developed at the Asha Asharam and started an education center for children in Gonwara in December 2005. 

The Asha Samajik Vidyalaya began with 15 children and slowly the enrollment expanded to 52 children. The age range of the students is 3-14 years; 60 percent are boys and 40 percent are girls. The school timing is 10 am to 2 pm. In addition to the time spent in the school, these children also help in the fields, take care of the livestock, milk the cows, do other household chores and work at the brick kilns. Manoj teaches students with play and learn methods that he learnt during his work with the Asha Ashram school in Lalpur. Some of the women in the community have also started coming to the school and learning how to sign their names. Manoj uses this opportunity to talk with them about relevant social issues. 
The villagers are extending their full cooperation to Manoj in his endeavor to improve the conditions of this community. In fact they helped him build a hut structure (made out of hay) for the school. However, in the absence of a closed structure it becomes difficult to keep the school open during heavy rains or other extreme weather conditions. 
Manoj has shown the way and has inspired two more people to join him in his journey. They are now diligently working in the community to spread the message of education; spread awareness about government facilities; raise the issue of child labor; raise consciousness about their right to information- all as part of a much needed Jan Andolan (people’s movement). 

Purpose/goals:

Asha Samajik Vidyalaya was started around December 2005 with the objective of initiating the process of education among the Mushar and Chamar communities in Gonwara, Samastipur district. Manoj Kumar, who had previously worked with the Asha project in Lalpur is the first person to start any kind of educational activity for the children in this community. Nobody in the community has ever gone to school and these students are the first generation learners. 
In the next year Asha Samajik Vidyalaya intends to:

1. Expand the enrollment of children.
2. Spread awareness about exploitation of children working in the brick kilns. 
3. Organize exposure trips (to the state capital - Patna) for the students. 

4. Provide new clothes for the students once a year.

In the next few years Asha Samajik Vidyalaya intends to:

1. Support good students by sending them to good education centers in Varanasi. 
2. Build a more permanent building for the school. 

3. Expand such centers in other deprived tolas of the region.
4. Develop a social consciousness among the marginalized communities with an essential emphasis on right to information.
5. Initiate similar work in the nearby flood affected communities (Burhi Gandak river is a major source of floods in the area). 
6. Motivate the youth to work with such deprived communities by setting an example. 

Organization Description:

Asha Samajik Vidyalaya, an educational experiment, was started by Manoj Kumar, an Asha volunteer, in December 2005.  The school began with 15 children and slowly the enrollment expanded to 52 children. Currently there are three teachers (including Manoj Kumar) who are working with the children. They also intend on expanding their work in other mushar tolas and with the communities living in the flood affected areas. The vision of this team is to use education as a tool for initiating a social movement whereby such marginalized communities can fight for their rights and improve their conditions.
Summary:

Asha Samajik Vidyalaya was started by Manoj Kumar, an Asha volunteer who spent two years working with the Asha Ashram at Lalpur, Lucknow. In August 2004, he came back to his village in Samastipur because of ill health. He recognized the lack of education facilities in this region and started an education center (in Dec 2005) for children in a tola (hamlet) of Gonwara village, 5 kms west from Sindhiya bock head quarters. The local communities are Mushar and Chamar and untouchability is a major social problem. Almost all villagers are working in a brick kiln, which is near this tola. Children below 14 years are also working in this kiln. 
The Asha Samajik Vidyalaya began with 15 children and slowly the enrollment expanded to 52 children. The age range of the students is 3-14 years; 60 percent are boys and 40 percent are girls. The school timing is 10 am to 2 pm. Manoj teaches students with play and learn methods that he learnt during his work with the Asha Ashram in Lalpur. The villagers are extending their full cooperation to Manoj and helped him build a hut structure (made out of hay) for the school. 

Manoj has shown the way and two more people have joined him. They are now diligently working in the community to spread the message of education; spread awareness about government facilities, child labor issues; and raise consciousness about right to information - all as part of a much needed Jan Andolan (people’s movement). 

