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By Deborah Kukreja

Introduction

In 1997, Muskaan started out as an effort to provide meaningful education to 20 children from deprived backgrounds in Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh. Muskaan official registered with the government nine months later in December of 1998. 20 children initially partook in educational programs; now 400 children participate. Daily interactions with children and constant exposure to the hardships of slum communities convinced Muskaan to begin community and health care initiatives for families of the children living in six slum areas of Bhopal.

Operational Structure

Muskaan works extensively in six slum areas of Bhopal, providing education, community, and health care programs. Muskaan works with: Ganga Nagar, Gautam Nagar, Rajeev Nagar, Basti near Sargam, Bapu Nagar, and Banjara Basti.

Muskaan currently employees 15 people (I believe):

1 person – organization head

5 teachers – Muskaan’s education centers

5 teachers – government schools

1 person – the hostel

1 coordinator – savings groups

1 coordinator – health care

1 coordinator – income generation (who also supports the savings groups)

As of December 2005, Muskaan was actively looking to employee a 6th teacher for Muskaan’s centers and 1 person to research infrastructure and housing possibilities in Bhopal.

Muskaan currently operates two educational centers for primary schools: the teaching center (near the Muskaan center) and the Muskaan center. The majority of the educational programs occur at the teaching center. Small groups of students frequently come to Muskaan’s center for additional education and tutoring, especially for board preparations. Four baldwaadis operate in the slums for preschool aged children.

EDUCATION

Teaching Center

Operations

The center operates Monday through Friday, beginning at 9:30 AM and ending around 2PM. Students typically arrive anywhere between 9:30 and 11 AM due to work/chores around their family’s dwellings and conclude around 2 PM for lunch. Currently, there are no food services provided my Muskaan. Shivani thinks food services may allow two hours of additional instruction each day.

Currently there are five teachers in the teaching center. As of December, Muskaan hoped to hire a 6th teacher. All teachers have  graduate degrees with the exception of one teacher who is currently in the 10th standard.

Instruction

The first morning at Muskaan, I visited the teaching center, located less than 1 kilometer from the Muskaan center. The teaching center is a concrete building consisting of four open rooms. On the day I arrived, there were about 50 children studying in the center. Some children were working in their reading/writing notebooks. Muskaan’s staff constructed the notebooks. Each notebook teaches 6-8 Hindi letters. Because many children have not been introduced to literacy prior to elementary age, davanatri script is first introduced with picture/word associations. Letters are first introduced with pictures. For example, a picture of a dog, would correspond wit the Hindi spelling of “kutaa.” Kutaa is then broken down letter-by-letter and taught. Children read, pronounce, write, and identifying each word/letter.

Older children worked on more complex worksheets (hand written on pieces of paper by the teachers). Worksheets included sentences and questions on topics in the community that children could identify with.

In addition to observing several reading groups, I observed a group of math instruction. In the group I observed, each child worked on different math concepts. One child was counting on an abacus, another was bundling 1’s, 10’s, and 100’s to learn place value, while another was answering double digit match problems written on a piece of paper. Teachers frequently use fake currency and math games to teach adding and subtracting since children strongly identify with the money that they make from ragpicking.

I also observed some English practice. English vocabulary was introduced in a similar structure to Hindi vocabulary, with picture/word associations.

Student Backgrounds

100 children consistently study at the teaching center during the week. 240 additional children periodically attend the center.

Virtually every child attending the teaching center works 2-6 hours per day outside of school, watching young siblings or ragpicking. Children who are 3-4 years in age typically watch their younger siblings. Children as young as 5 begin to ragpick, sifting through trash for paper, metal, and plastic that’s collected in bags and later, sold.

The ratio of girls to boys below 6th standard is equal, while the ratio of girls to boys above the 6th standard is 7:3.

Baldwadi

120 children below the ages of 5 attend the four baldwadis operating within the sixth slums. On the second day of my Muskaaan visit, I observed a baldwadi in Gautam Nagar. When I arrived, several children were drawing while other children were listening to storytelling. After storytelling, the teacher held up pictures of objects and asked children to correctly identify them.

Hostel

The hostel operates in Muskaan’s center and has been running for the last 12 months. Currently, it boards 11 girls, ages 11-16. On my first afternoon, I sat down and spoke with the girls about their experience at Muskaan and living at the hostel. The girls are overwhelmingly happy at the hostel as it allows them to intensely focus on their studies. Prior to the hostel, the girls used to ragpick. Arguments frequently erupted at home because their families wanted them to marry. Three of the girls are currently in the 10th standard and preparing for boards. They hold the distinction of blazing new territory: they are the first children of Muskaan to reach their level. All of the girls in the hostel aspire college degrees.

Education Challenges

Shivani, the head and founder of Muskaan, candidly spoke with me about the daily challenges of educating the children. Children are reluctant to attend school for a variety of reasons.

1) Children have had bad educational experiences in the past. Children who attended government schools faced unmotivated teachers, discrimination, and beatings. Parents fear their children will face the same hardships in another educational system and don’t encourage their children to attend school. 

2) Many children work to support their families. With children as young as four working up to six hours a day ragpicking, school can be exhausting. While many children enjoy attending classes, some children prefer to work and earn money. In addition, many of their peers do not attend class, so hanging around the slum (ie: not attending classes) is more desirable. 

3) Parent are reluctant to send their girls to schools for fear of giving them a bad name because they are away from home too much. They also fear that their daughters will run away with boys and bring shame to the family. 

4) Lastly, families want to marry their daughters off. This poses a tremendous challenge for the girls as they progress to the higher standards. It’s not uncommon for Shivani and other Muskaan staff to engage in daily debates with parents about the importance of postponing marriage so their daughters can finish their education. Some days are smooth, others are very daunting. The hostel was started in large part to foster an environment of educational growth , and too diminish outside stresses as much as possible, such as pressure of marriage.

COMMUNITY

Savings Groups

Rajeev Nagar


Muskaan is working with a group of about 75 families in Rajeev Nagar. Initially working with the Pardhi, they also work with the “Sapera’ and Mochi communities.


On my first afternoon in, I visited two tribal groups in Rajeev Nagar. They shared many similarities, but it was the differences of their poverty level that exposed me to the vastness of poverty tiers within slums. In the Pardhi Tribe area, alleys were narrow dirt lanes with tin dwellings. Many of Muskaan’s staff had weekly discussion with parents encouraging them to send their children to school. On another side of the slum, lay the Mochi Mohalla Area. Alleys were paved and many dwellings were constructed with brick or concrete. Muskaan was involved in the savings group in the Mochi Mohalla area, but not in education, as the families sent their children to private schools. It was amazing to see that within the same compound, and a minute away, two tribes inhabited different poverty levels. It had never occurred to me before that a range of poverty could exist within one slum, just as a range of economic classes can exist within one neighborhood

Savings Group

Pardhi Tribe.

Traditionally from Gujurat, the Pardhi families come from areas around Bhopal, mostly from a string of villages between Sehore and Ashta along the road to Indore. Women and children are the primary wage earners in the families, collecting garbage in the form of rag picking. In addition to rag picking, the women will occasionally sell plastic and tin jewelry in the market.

The police frequently disturb the Pardhi Tribe due to the tribe’s criminal (mostly petty stealing) past. While the tribe has moved away from it’s criminal past, there is some indulging in petty stealing from the community.

The savings group began two years ago. Prior to the savings group, women relied heavily on outside loans with high interest rates to fund food and medical assistance, particularly in delivering babies. Since starting the group, outside debts have decreased, as the women rely on in-group lending with no interest rates. In-group loans primarily fund medical needs. In addition to the savings aspect, the group serves as a social support group for the women. They are able to meet, discuss, and empathize with each other about life’s daily challenges.

Mochi Mahalla Area


People in the Mochi Mahalla area have lived in the area for about 15-20 years. Men are the primary wage earners of the family. Traditionally the tribe has earned wages as cobblers. Now days, many of the men are autorickshaw drivers. Women stay inside Rajeev Nagar most of the time.


Like the Pardhi Tribe, the savings group serves as social support group for the women and has significantly decreased outside debts. It was common to sell household goods to settle outside debts. Outside loans racked up 10-20% in interest, while the women only charge 1% interest for inside loans. Loans fund medical expenses, ration shop purchases, and pooja. This group is highly structured; women prioritize loans and every Tuesday, the women vote on who will safeguard the box of money for the following week.

Ganga Nagar

Muskaan works with the Gond community in Ganaga Nagar, which comprises about 70 households. Historically, the Gond community is from Raipur (now in Chattisgarh). They moved out of Raipur about 40 years ago, working in areas of Maharashtra and parts of Madhya Pradesh before settling to this area of Bhopal in the early 1980s.

Most of the men are not skilled workers. They usually stand in the labor market for work, and in a successful month, work 15 days. Some men are beginning to do digging and other construction. Some of the young boys work as cooking labor in marriage parties. Many of the children collect garbage as rag pickers. The women of the group I spoke with report that the money earned by their children does not support the families’ sustenance. Instead, the children use the money to purchase snacks, games, and cards .The women have not traditionally worked. The women began making broomsticks through Muskaan, two years ago. 40 women make the broomsticks, but only three women sell them. The women report that they earn up to 1,000 rupees per month, but the money is not consistent. A room full of broomsticks is securely locked in a concrete building within the slum. Muskaan is hiring a person to help the women market the broomsticks better.

The savings group here began three years ago, with one year of discontinuation. Like the other savings groups, it has decreased the extent of outside loans, but only marginally. Families do not have any extra money; many of them are in debt. In-group loans fund food and medical needs.

Slum Issues

Health


Health is in ongoing challenge within the slums. Over time, Muskaan has gradually been able to convince women to immunize their children. Muskaan escorts the women and children of each slum to a public dispensary one time per month. Without Muskaan workers, women are not comfortable making trips to the public dispensary for vaccinations. Many times they are discriminated against and met with stares. 


Diarrhea, pneumonia, cough/cold, and anemia frequently plague the slums due to poor sanitation and squalor living conditions. It is not uncommon for a slum community to be stricken with a baby’s death once every two to three months. Sadly, the women accept the deaths as a normal part of life.

Water


The discussion of water access only arose within two groups of women I spoke with. The first group of women I spoke with about water access, was the Mochi Mohalla area of Rajeev Nagar. They reported that 5-6 taps dispensed unsanitary water two times per day, for an hour in the morning and an hour at night. Water shortages primarily occurred in the summer times.


Women in Gautam Nagar reported that 2 taps of water dispersed unsanitary water only one hour per day. With frequent shortages, women jockey in position to have their basket be the first one to receive the day’s water. 

Domestic Violence & Alcohol


While there is no hard statistical data about the percentage of families impacted by domestic violence, the percentage estimated by Shivani is staggering. Shivani estimates that 90% of families in the slums they work in are impacted by domestic violence.


One contributing factor to domestic violence could be alcohol. Every group of women I spoke with mentioned that up to 50% of a family’s wages were spent on alcohol by the men. 

Recommendations


I recommend that Asha Seattle continue to support Muskaan’s community initiatives as already agreed. In addition, I suggest immediate funding for food costs so the children can spend two extra hours per day at school. Muskaan is doing an incredible job and Asha Seattle is fortunate to be part of such a tremendous organization.
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