Synopsis of Asha Samajik Vidyala, Gonwara, (Samastipur, Bihar, India)

About the organization: 

Asha Samajik Vidyalaya was started in December 2005 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 and decided to use the skills he developed at the Asha Asharam to start an education center for children in Gonwara. The local communities in Gonwara are Mushar and Chamar (one of the most marginalized communities in the country). Currently, he has three team members. The vision of the 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. The project intends to use education as a tool to spread awareness about government facilities; raise issues of child labor, exploitation, low income etc.; and raise consciousness among the community members about their right to information - all as part of a much needed Jan Andolan (people’s movement).

Community: 

ASV was started in December 2005 by an Asha volunteer (Manoj) with the objective of initiating the process of education among the Mushar and Chamar communities in a tola (hamlet) called Gonwara, 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. It is a heavily flood prone area. 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 an important issue in this region. Other major issues are untouchability, exploitation, poverty, illiteracy and consequent lack of awareness. 

Non-formal education centers and tuition center: 

There are around 40 children (age range 3-14 years) currently enrolled in the ASV Gonwara center. Initially, Asha Philadelphia was supporting only the center in Gonwara, but it has extended support to two more centers in nearby areas: (a) one in Mahe which has 20 children of different castes and one at Denghrahi with 40 children of Mushar community.  The centers in Mahe and Dengrahi function like after-school programs because the children who come to these centers are going to the government school. The children are not charged any fee for attending the centers. Around 5-6 children who come to the Gonwara center are not regular as they are also working in the brick kilns. These children get around 20 rupees for 6-7 hours of work at the brick kiln. The ASV team has been trying to spread awareness among the community members about the exploitation of children by the brick kiln owners and also about the harmful health effects of such work on the children. The children who come to the Gonwara center are the first generation school-goers in their community.

The project members use play and learn methods to teach the students. Children are learning to read and write in Hindi and Basic English. They are also learning how to perform mathematical operations like addition, subtraction, multiplication and division and also get opportunities for creative thinking using arts and crafts. Ashok, one of the team members is a very good teacher and is teaching English in the Mahi center. Children like him a lot because they were having a lot of difficulties in learning English language. 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.
Main Focus of the project: 

1) To create an interest in education and help the children in the marginalized communities to become part of the regular schooling system with the help of informal centers like ASV. 

2) To enroll the students in Gonwara to the government schools so that they can use government facilities like scholarships, mid day meals and free books. 
3) To use education as a tool to spread awareness about government schemes (public distribution system, national rural employment guarantee program), raise issues of child labor, exploitation, low income etc. All this is being done under the Right to Information related activities being taken up by ASV.
4) To help develop a mechanism by which the community people are better able to face the problems caused by floods every year (for example, providing medications in time etc.)

5) To motivate the local youth to work with such deprived communities by setting an example. 

About the teachers: 
As per the teleconference on Jan 2nd/2008; there are four teachers in the team: Manoj, Ashok, Sikander and Rajesh. Sudhaji, who is the Anganwadi teacher has also joined the Gonwara center. She brings the Anganwadi children (3-6years old) to the Gonwara center and teaches all the kids in that center. The average age of male teachers is around 30 years. All the teachers are from the nearby regions and belong to the backward castes. All of them have graduated from high school. 

The motivation for the team is to empower the marginalized communities and bring them into the mainstream of society.  They want 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). The vision is to use education as a tool for initiating a social movement whereby such marginalized communities can fight for their own rights and improve their conditions.

Community Support:
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. During floods in the summer/monsoon of 2007, Manoj, his two other team members, a group of 10 volunteers and the villagers worked together and were able to help around 400 to 500 people suffering from diarrhea and other health problems during the floods. 
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