Muskaan Site Visit Report

Contact Information
Organization Name: Muskaan

Location/Establishment/Date: Bhopal district, Madhya Pradesh

Muskaan was registered in December 1998, but ran informally for 9 months prior.  

Religious Affiliation/Target Client Group: None/slum dwellers

Lodging/Transportation Information: From New Delhi, many trains go to Bhopal.  Staff can provide information on convenient lodging.

Report Date/Author Contact Information: August 3rd 2004, Pooja Virani

13006 Monroe Manor Dr., Oak Hill, VA 20171

poojavirani@yahoo.com
Phone: 703-505-7058 (c) or 703-709-9343

Asha Washington, D.C. Chapter

Organization Personnel:
Head of Organization: Shivani Taneja has a Masters in Social Work and is responsible for all organizational activities.

Staff: Has 8-10 other members who help coordinate various projects.

Assigned India Asha Contact: All Communication is directed to Shivani Taneja 

14 Nadir Colony, Shamla Hills, Bhopal, 462 013, India

Phone: 0755 2749446

shivanit74@yahoo.co.in
Current rented educational facility: MA 131 Kotra, Sultanabad, Bhopal

Phone: 0755-5220599

muskaan_smiles@hotmail.com
Additional Indian Contact: Rahul Pandey

prahul@hotmail.com
Assigned U.S. Asha Contact: Prasanna Pendse

3937 Sun Rapids Drive Okemos, Ms. 48864

Phone: 517-347-6071

pendsepr@msu.edu and ashamuskan@yahoogroups.co.in
Funding dispersed from Detroit, Michigan State University, and Seattle Chapters

Additional U.S. Contact: Rahul Shukla

Rahulshukla78@rediffmail.com, ashadetroit@yahoo.com, and asha_muskan@yahoogroups.com
Operational Structure

Eight full time staff professionals with separate responsibilities work in six slums:

· Ganga Nagar 

· Gautam Nagar

· Sargam

· Rajeev Nagar

· Bapu Nagar

· Banjara Basti

Activities

Activity #1
Title: Muskaan Center

Description: Recently, the staff moved to a new location.  The new center has a children’s library, office, housing, for some of the staff, teaching and learning aids, and toys for the children.  

At the center, Shivani supplies marginal education to the children, most of whom are dropouts, to help them prepare for and pass national tests so that they may enter government school.  Students can take the 1st, 5th, or 8th standard National Open School Examinations, depending largely on their ages and previous learning.  Even after the children begin to attend government school, they can continue supplementary education at the Muskaan Center, in the form of tutoring, and receive limited vocational training.  
Activity #2
Title: Children’s Activities

Description: Teachers are in charge of children’s activities in the slums.  These activities take place prior to the establishment of a balwadi center, helping develop teacher-student relationships with the children and encouraging the children to go to school by acting as enjoyable incentives.  


After children have started balwadi or government school, they can continue to participate in activities at the Muskaan Center for recreational purposes.  These activities include drawing, learning to hold a pen, reading books, singing, making origami, making arts and crafts, participating in plays, and playing with other children.  These activities help children develop their talents.  In addition, it channels their energy into positive activities; for example, the drama group’s recent play on the importance of literacy.    
Activity #3
Title: Preschool (Balwadi) in slum educational centers
Description: In five of the slums, Muskaan conducts regular studies and activities, but only Ganga Nagar has a separate Balwadi center.  This center runs in rented slum houses in the slum.  Muskaan does not have sufficient funds to establish Balwadi centers in the other slums.  The last slum is still in the beginning stage, conducting activities for children but not classes as of yet.  


One weakness of the preschool education is the lack of a formalized curriculum.  Part of the reason for this results from the varying levels of education of the children, as most dropped out of school during different standards.  Currently, the teachers adapt to the students’ knowledge, working with words the children already know.  
Activity #4
Title: Vocational Training 
Description: The older children learn tailoring, how to make soft toys (which they will sell), and screen-printing (not regularly, only on demand).  Two girls are also currently taking computer classes at an outside center, but Muskaan gives financial support for the classes.
Activity #5

Title: Broom Manufacturing

Description: The broom manufacturing project employs women in the slum, providing them with an independent source of income.  It currently acts as a source of earnings for 38 families.  Broom production is clearly divided into four tasks, each performed by a different person for a different wage, while production is divided equally among the participating families so that they may all benefit economically.
Visitation Discussion

The information in this discussion was all learned from meeting with the female slum dwellers in Ganga Nagar.  They were open and honest during our visit.  They seated us in the central school room and a number of them proceeded to tell us how Shivani first came to the slums to teach informal education and its effect on their lives.  
Muskaan’s Process of Providing Informal Education in the Slums:

The women of Ganga Nagar used to be rag-pickers, sifting through the trash of the slum and collecting plastic bags for milk, and other items they could sell.  Living next to a trash dump, the houses were filthy and their children were dirty, only showering every four days or so.  Their parents did not care about their health or well being.  Over the years, a few people had come to slum saying that they would teach the children, but inevitably left after 10 or 15 days because of the filth.  Not surprisingly, when Shivani came claiming that she wanted to teach, the slum dwellers were distrustful.  But her persistence slowly won them over and they allowed her to teach.  


The women began to send their children to Shivani for education, but felt ashamed that they were sending such dirty children, and so began to take care of the children’s hygiene and stopped the children from rag-picking.  Then they realized that they, themselves, were filthy as were there houses, subsequently they began cleaning those and themselves as well.  The teachers helping Shivani did not want to teach the children initially, because they were incredibly filthy.  Shivani, not wanting the children to remain uneducated, instead decided to personally teach the children.  Witnessing the close interaction between Shivani and their children, the parents began to appreciate the benefits of and become involved with the education.  They did not want children to miss school; a few women began to keep lists, five to six children each, to make sure the children went every day.  Attendance charts are kept inside houses as a method of positive peer pressure, as a child will feel ashamed if the other children see that they missed school that day.  Muskaan also encouraged parent-involvement through other methods.  At the outset, the parents were illiterate and did not understand the concepts of exams and studying.  The teachers, therefore, decided to play simple games with the parents to explain the concepts so that they would become involved with their children’s education.
Broom Manufacturing:
Broom manufacturing takes place in Ganga Nagar and was started by Rajesh, the staff member in charge of economic development, as an income-generation program for the women slum dwellers.  Some of the men used up the families’ earnings on alcohol .  An independent source of income for the women could help put a stop to this problem.  Broom manufacturing required cheap inputs and produced reasonable profits; and basic skills which the women could learn easily.  When Muskaan first started this project, the women in the slum thought it was below their dignity to make brooms and the men were not interested.  Consequently, only two to four women joined.  One man with knowledge of how to make brooms helped the center for a year and a half, helping them acquire the necessary basic skills.  Though the women learned how to make brooms, selling them became a problem because of men’s resistance to letting the women leave the slum.  One woman did work up the courage to sell them, regardless.  Currently, eight women sell brooms.


Production of each broom is clearly divided by tasks and cost of labor for each task.  Four people make each broom, each performing a separate task and earning a different amount depending on the task they choose to do.  Each broom sells at 9 rupees.  After subtracting 6 rupees for the material and 2.50 rupees for the workers, the remaining 50 paisa is set aside for Muskaan’s use, as Muskaan returns the profits to the slum through education.  

This project has grown immensely since its conception.  From two female workers, the number has grown to 38, involving 38 families.  Muskaan encourages each family to put aside one rupee for savings and deposit it in a savings account created for the slum.  Now, Ganga Nagar’s saving account holds approximately 18,000 rupees.  In addition to teaching the persons of the slum about the concept of savings, taking away money from the men and placing it in this account has resulted in a decrease of drinking. Originally, Muskaan manufactured the brooms, but now it is handing more responsibility for manufacturing into the hands of the slum dwellers.  Recently, it purchased 75,000 rupees worth of raw materials for broom manufacturing, as they are cheaper in bulk.  Families will return 14,000 rupees, or roughly 20%, to Muskaan.  Gradually, the slum dwellers will have to pay for a larger and larger, and more equal, percentage of manufacturing, making them responsible for their own livelihoods and more financially independent.  Increased independence can especially be observed in the lives of the women.  Not only do they have an independent source of income, but they have increased their own education in the process; they did not know how to speak Hindi before, speaking only their tribal dialect, but now they have learned how to through interacting with consumers.  
The following information was gathered from a meeting with the grandmother of one of the older children at Muskaan, Chandini (she was one of the first children taught by Shivani and has attended government school for the past few years).  
Chandini’s grandmother was viewed as the “head” of the slum (not sure which slum, but not Ganga Nagar).  The children of the slum would rag-pick and bring all the trash to her.  When Shivani first arrived, she feared she might lose her position as economic leader. 

However, after witnessing the effect of education on her granddaughter, she joined to effort to educate the children and has been helping Muskaan for the past six to seven years since it became an official organization.  She serves as the coordinator of the balwadi in the slum.  Furthermore, her status as “head” has helped Muskaan promote education as it gives her the power to influence the other slum dwellers.  
Activities to Integrate Target Group
Muskaan not only provides marginal, or supplementary, education to children, but it incorporates the target group of slum dwellers into society.  It incorporates the children into government schools by giving them preparatory training for national exams.  Muskaan encourages women’s financial independence through its income-generation and savings program.  Because of broom manufacturing, women have become working members of society, no longer financially dependent on their husbands.  
Financial Discussion

Asha has not funded Muskaan since 2002.  For the past 3 years, Muskaan has received funding from Lotus Trust.  The 3-year grant will officially end in March 2005, but at the current pace of spending on operational activities, Muskaan will run out of money in December.

Visitation Conclusion
I would recommend immediate resumption of funding for Muskaan, not hinging on the possibility of a site visit in the next few months.  Muskaan consists of a group of sincere persons completely dedicated to their work at the organization.  As a result, their activities have achieved a high level of effectiveness.  The staff knows what Muskaan’s weaknesses are and what they need to improve; instead of trying to hide its weaknesses, Shivani clearly stated current problems with the organization.  Current problems in activities – for example the existence of a balwadi center in only one slum – for the most part are due to a lack of funds.  Without funds, Muskaan cannot further improve on its activities.  Further funding will unquestionably be spent in the most effective manner by Muskaan, targeting its weakness. 
