Gramya Sansthan Site Visit Report

Site Visit By: Gaurav Sarup (gauravsa@yahoo.com)

Chapter Affiliation: Chicago

Date Conducted: 12th December 2005

Location:  Near Varanasi, Uttar Pradesh
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Located about 150 km south east of Varanasi, lies the district of Chandoli. It is considered to be one of the most backward and neglected areas in Uttar Pradesh. Gramya Sansthan, an organization that was started by Bindu Singh has been working in the area for 10 years trying to empower and educate the villagers, especially the women. 

Surendra who manages the accounts for the organization was to be my guide. We started for Laltapur at 7:30 am so that we could be there by 10:00. 

The area around Varanasi and on route to Laltapur is all farmland. The main crop grown there is paddy and wheat and the villages seem fairly prosperous. The starkness of the place only becomes apparent once one crosses the village of Chakia. Beyond Chakia, there is a visible drop in the living conditions. The fields seem drier and untended, the houses and huts are crumbling for want of repair and the children and villagers look more starved than in previous villages. 

We stopped at the village of Alipur, a small settlement 20 minutes outside of Chakia. It was away from the main road, and Surender had to drive his motorcycle over rugged pakhdandi’s. Like most other villages in the region this too had two parts. The main village where the higher-caster Yadav community lived, and a smaller village separate from the main village, where the lower-caste mushahar community lived. Most of the men and boys were out working on the fields as this was harvest season. Gramya had just started an education center in Alipur. It had been operational for a few months. It was morning time and school was about to begin. This school is not being supported by Asha Chicago or Seattle.

Gramya has a few ground rules when it decided to set up a school in the community. 

A) The teacher has to be from the village itself and is decided upon by the villagers. Once the decision is made, Gramya trains and monitors them. 

B) The school land needs to be in a place where both the higher-castes and the lower-castes can meet. 

In the case of Alipur, the villagers had wanted the school to be in the lower-caste village so that there was never any danger of the higher-castes refusing admission to the lower castes.
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The main teacher in this school is Brijesh Kumar, who is currently studying for his inter (12th grade). One class is taught here and has about 20 children. Most of these children are between 3 and 6 years old. Since the school was started a few months back, all the [image: image5.jpg]


children are being taught in the same class. As children learn and progress more classes may be added. [image: image6.jpg]


The kids put on a little “show and tell” because I was there, with some of the kids coming up to the black board and conducting class. This was my first time interacting with children of such a young age and from such a background and so I just took the whole scene in, taking photographs and following Surendra’s cue. 

Class is held in the open and the children sit on the ground. Books and other school material are provided by Gramya. This school was in its infancy and it was very cool to meet a community where education was just making an experience. It will be interesting to go and see these children a year or two from now. 
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After Alipur we made our way to Laltapur. Laltapur is Gramya’s biggest center and also it’s oldest. It has over 150 children from grades 1 through 8. Laltapur lies on the other side of the hills and it’s a long winding way to the top. The region is very picturesque and very remote. The hills in the Naugarh region used to be covered by forests, but over the last decade the region has seen high rates of deforestation. Incidentally, this time period has also seen the government take control of forest lands so that they can better manage it. The forest department has disallowed the villagers from harvesting leaves and wood from the forests. Since these villagers are mostly tribal, this decision has disrupted their way of life. There have also been instances of police brutality towards the villagers and this has resulted in some of the villagers starting a resistance movement. The government terms them as naxalites, while the villagers seem to support them. 

Until November 2004, this area had been neglected by the state government and as a result had bad roads, schools in disrepair, inadequate hospitals, etc. Then last November the naxalites blew up a truck carrying security personnel. Since then the government machinery has suddenly “found” Chandoli. Roads have been built, and the area has received more attention in the last year and a half than in the ever before. 


While Laltapur is a more established school, it is by no means adequate. All the classes are held in a large courtyard and in the open. The school has two permanent mud structures to store various school supplies. 

Depending on the class, the child to teacher ratio varies from 10:1 to 35:1. Children at this school were certainly more confident than those at Alipur. By this time I too had figured out a better approach when visiting a school. 

It was almost lunchtime by the time we arrived, and so the children were sent home for lunch. The school is located in front of a large sheep farm (supposed to be the biggest in Asia). But due to government neglect, this farm has never been used. Being sheep and goat herders themselves, the villagers are very upset at this, since they feel that if the land were given to them they would make good use of it. 

The lunch break gave me the opportunity to talk to a few teachers. The teachers were all very young, most of them were students themselves, studying between the 12th grade and their BA. Since this was the first time they were meeting me, they were just as shy as the children! Most of the conversation centered around how long they had been teaching and what they though of the experience. What I found out was the many of the teachers had been teaching for about 2-7 years and they liked it despite the fact that they pay was irregular. Some of the older kids had decided to hang around the school and check out who this stranger was. 

I decided to sit down with some of the 8th grade students and take a quiz. I got them to open up the atlas and began by asking them if they knew where they were approximately located. I then asked them if they knew where I came from? Mumbai? Chicago? The maps that they had were not detailed or extensive enough and it became hard for me to show them different things. 

A good map is definitely something I will carry with me next time and since a world map can spark imagination, it might be a good idea to provide all these schools with a good atlas/map, preferably in the local language.

The utilities at the school are barely adequate. It makes me wonder if Asha should be doing more to improve the condition of the schools. In many cases, such as Gramya, a fancy school building might be liability considering all the naxalite activities and the threat of extortion/robbery, but surely there are other resources, tangible and intangible (teachers training and maps come to mind) that we can provide to improve the schooling experience. That to me would be a value-add for Asha’s presence in the area.

After Laltapur it was time to visit Jhumaria. Jhumaria was also a fairly big school with about 50-60 children. The interesting thing about this school was that Gramya had been successful in converting part of this school into a government school, by holding the local government machinery accountable. 

The school day was almost over by the time we reached Jhumaria. We had not had any lunch, so while we stopped at Nandlal’s (who is one of the community coordinators) house for that, the children waited for me at the school. I am sure some of them were not very happy about that!

This school had similar infrastructure to Laltapur with a smaller yard. This school had children from the 3rd grade through the 8th grade. Here I had the opportunity to talk to the teachers as well as the children. I began with the map trick I had learnt at Laltapur and proceeded to asking the children questions about what they wanted be when they grew up. I also got he chance to talk to the teachers and ask them about some of the other issues of the community. One of the biggest problems that they face is water shortage.  I spoke to them about various water harvesting techniques that they could use. They could learn from methods used in Rajasthan. Nandlal told me that they had attempted to do something like that and he had attended training for that but nothing has come of it yet, mainly because they were not successful in their first attempt.  This is probably an area where Asha can help them by connecting them with resources/organizations who specialize in such matters.

That was it. Our site visit was done. Later on in the night I discussed various means of self-sustenance with Surendra and Vallabh. One was to start to pressurize the local government machinery to revive the sheep farm in the area and allow the local villagers to raise their sheep there so that they could sell the wool to the neighboring carpet-weaving district. Other ideas talked about were bee keeping. It remains to be seen what Gramya and the community decides.

One consistent topic of discussion between the teachers on the ground and Gramya’s coordinators was the frequent lapse in communication between Asha Chicago and Gramya. That is a issue that Asha Chicago needs to take seriously, so that we can develop this relationship and really help those on the ground realize their potential, while providing volunteers and donors with results that are worth their time and money.
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