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BHOOMIHEEN SEWA SAMITI, ALLAHABAD

‘EDUCATION FOR THE MOST DEPRIVED RURAL CHILDREN’

AN EDUCATIONAL PROJECT FUNDED BY ASHA

REPORT ON ACTIVITIES UNDER THE PROJECT (2003-2004)

Introduction

Our Project, ‘Education for the Most Deprived Rural Children’, has now been functioning for about three and a half years. Our Reports are however submitted at the end of the financial year, i.e. after 31st March of every year, along with the Accounts. So this is the fourth Report, the previous ones having been submitted around May-June in the years 2000, 2001, and 2002. 

The Project, which is intensive rather than extensive, is an innovative scheme for providing elementary education (classes 1 to 8) for the most deprived rural children. It is in two parts that are separate yet integrated. One part is concerned with providing non-formal innovative primary education (which includes a school readiness programme followed by classes 1 to 5) and the other with formal but highly innovative education at the middle school level (classes 6 to 8). All the activity is being done at a village called Aau situated in Atarra tehsil of Banda district. 

At one level the objective of the Project is immediately practical, i.e. to ensure a better start in life for the most deprived rural children. But at deeper levels the Project is of long term consequence. It seeks to contribute to the democratisation of rural society and the demise of a barren feudalism. At the same time it aims to develop a model of education for most deprived first generation children. Towards this end the Project seeks to combine the aesthetic (music etc) and the utilitarian (skill development, computer awareness) with the formal syllabus, and to recover for teaching its true function of co-operating with the child in his learning processes. From this perspective the endeavour is to help education realise its true potential as an instrument of social change. 

The Project
New Developments

Unfortunately we do not have very positive news under this category. We had planned to complete the new building and work towards starting 9th and 10th classes, i.e. a High School under the National Open School system. There has been a tremendous setback because of the Contractor having cheated us. The construction is still at a standstill as the matter awaits a final decision in the High Court. The construction has been inspected by the Central Building Research Institute, Roorkee, and they have recommended demolition and relaying of slab. 
Continuing Activities

The number of children who were benefited by the project in the year 2003-2004 was 154 + 19 + 96 = 269, of which 154 were in the primary section, 19 in the pre-primary section, and 96 in the middle section. 

In the primary section (including pre-primary) the number of children at the end of the session (March 2004) and their class-wise break up is as follows: 

Pre-primary    19 children           girls 11           boys 08       SC 08    OBC 06      upper castes 05
1st     32 children                         girls 13           boys 19       SC 15    OBC 09      upper castes 08
2nd    28 children                         girls 14           boys 14       SC 11    OBC 12      upper castes 05
3rd     29 children                        girls 12            boys 17       SC 12    OBC 06      upper castes 11
4th     32 children                        girls 10            boys 22       SC 16    OBC 09      upper castes 07
5th     33 children                        girls 10            boys 23       SC 10    OBC 18      upper castes 05

Total in primary 154                  girls 59            boys 95       SC 64    OBC 54     upper castes 36
Grand Total (including pre-primary)

                           173                  girls 70            boys 103     SC 72     OBC 60    upper castes 41

At the start of the session (i.e. in July 2003) there were 22 children in the pre-primary section, and 162 in the primary section. In other words there has been a reduction of 3 in the pre-primary and 8 in the primary section, i.e. a total of 11 children out of 184 that had joined. This is roughly 6% overall and 5% for the primary section. Though we are not happy even with this small dropout percentage, it is in fact indicative of an improvement over the situation that prevailed last year. 

All the 3 children that dropped out from our Pre-primary section (School Readiness Programme) were Dalits. One child dropped out when the parents left for Punjab in search of work. This is a common feature with Dalit labourers here, some of whom leave for the Punjab for some months every year, and are unable to leave their little children at Aau for studies. A second used to come with his elder brother who was in the first. But their father shifted the elder brother to the government primary school, so the younger brother stopped coming too. The reason for shifting the elder brother was the annual scholarship of Rs.300 which they get from the government plus the 3 kg wheat every month. The total amount received by the parent comes to a paltry Rs.518 for the whole year; but such is their poverty that this small amount sometimes suffices to make a parent shift his child from our school. Similarly the third child, a girl, was withdrawn by her father when it seemed to him that he could get her admitted in the 1st in the government primary school and obtain the financial benefits indicated above. These facts reveal the extreme poverty of the concerned families, for whom the long-term benefits of good education who are more concerned about the immediate benefit of receiving cash than. 

In the Primary section there was an overall reduction of 8 children, all boys and all Dalits, 3 from class 1, 1 from class 2, and 4 from class 3. Of the class 1 students, 2 left for the government primary school because of the attraction of the annual scholarship for their parents; and one dropped out because his parents left for Punjab in search of livelihood. The boy from class 2 left because his parents, who had come to stay with their in-laws, shifted back to their distant village. Of the 4 dropouts from class 3, three left because their parents went to Punjab in search of livelihood; and the fourth dropped out because, being from a relatively distant village, he found it inconvenient to go to school without his elder brother who had cleared the 8th exam and passed out of the school. 
The dropouts are thus associated with the socio-economic conditions of the poor Dalits. 
All 33 children in the 5th appeared in the Open School Examination, and all of them have passed. 21 passed in the A grade and 12 in the B grade. 

In the middle school (classes 6 to 8) the number of children at the end of the session (March 2004) and their caste-wise break up is as follows:
Total no of children 96              girls 25            boys 71       SC 43     OBC 39      upper castes 14

6th     36 children                        girls 10           boys 26        SC 19     OBC 12      upper castes 05

7th     32 children                        girls 07           boys 25        SC 17     OBC 13      upper castes 02

8th     28 children                        girls 08           boys 20        SC 07     OBC 14      upper castes 07

            There has been no change from the original number that joined in July 2003 at the beginning of the session. In other words, there was no dropout in the middle school. 

            Of the 28 children who appeared for the 8th class examination, all have passed, 16 in the 1st division and 12 in the 2nd division. There was no failure and no 3rd division. 

Grand Total of all children who benefited from our Project is as follows:

269 children                         girls 95        boys 174     SC 115    OBC 99    upper castes 55

Such high retention rates, and such cent per cent results, in so backward an area and among many who are first generation learners, is an intimation of the success of the Project and the essential soundness and attractiveness of its approach. 

School Readiness Programme
The earliest years of childhood are of far greater significance for children’s development than the later years. Therefore an early start, before their entry into class 1, is highly desirable for these deprived rural children. This programme was started on 3rd October 2001 – after selecting two lady teachers and giving them some training at Allahabad. The response has been quite extraordinary. Children have just come streaming in, and we had to be very firm in putting a limit to the numbers we would accept. 

The main objectives of this programme are as follows: 

· To develop in the child a sense of security even outside the home environment;

· To help him adjust to other children and learn to co-operate with them while playing or while performing simple tasks, and to develop habits of cleanliness and punctuality; 

· To help him acquire verbal skills through conversation and general encouragement in self-expression; 

· To ready him for writing by encouraging him to play with colours, draw lines and shapes of all kinds, and make random patterns; 

· To familiarise the child with pre-number concepts like big-small, heavy-light, tall-short, thick-thin, far-near, left-right, etc; 

· To assist the child to discriminate sounds, colours, shapes, etc; 

The principles that guide the activities in this section are two: the children must always feel comfortable, and they must be kept active and happy. They children stay for a relatively short period, and typically leave after their mid-day refreshment. They never stay for more than three hours, and much of their time is devoted to playing with educational toys and wet sand and clay. They are also shown around the campus, its greenery, and trees and birds. From an academic point of view, the children typically learn the Hindi alphabets, which they are able to recognise and read, as also numbers from 1 to 20. But they are not asked to write at this stage. 
Non-Formal Innovative Primary Section


If we exclude the School Readiness Programme, there remain two other parts to the project, the non-formal primary section and the innovative middle school. 


Taking first the non-formal primary section, the effort there is in two parts – one relating to academics, the other to self-expression. The total number of periods is kept at 9, but in the initial classes, i.e. 1st and 2nd, the academic periods are only 4, whereas in the 3rd the academic periods are 5, in the 4th the academic periods are 5 for the first half of the session and 6 for the second half. and in the 5th the number of academic periods is 6 throughout the year. 

Academics

The child’s time in school is divided into two parts. The first session, when the child is at his freshest, focuses mainly on academic studies, whereas the second half is devoted chiefly to creative activities. A balance is thus created in the life of the child, and the freedom and joy of self-expression spills over to the realm of study as well. This helps integrate the child’s studies into his overall growth as a person.


Moreover, the study process itself has been utterly simplified so as to make it easy and manageable, and thereby interesting for the child. We work with the down-to-earth aim of helping the child attain literacy and numeracy, both of which we regard as skills rather than subjects of learning. For literacy, the teaching of reading and writing has been cut down to the bare essentials, being divided into basic units or building blocks upon which the child’s learning takes place: 

Listening to the Hindi language; 

Speaking and recitation; 

Reading; 

Writing, and dictation; 

Expressing one’s thoughts and feelings in Hindi; 

Applied grammar; 

Self-study and being able to look for words in the dictionary; 

Use of the language in formal situations; and 

Developing vocabulary. 

These steps or stages in the teaching of Hindi are maintained in all classes, but the level is raised for each higher class, so that the standard of learning continues to grow. An effort is also made to develop or use a syllabus accordingly. 


We attach the greatest importance to facility in reading. This is far more important than memorisation of facts of any particular subject. A person who can read can always obtain the information supplied by a ‘subject’ – at a later stage if considered necessary. It is unfortunate that children are frequently loaded with burdensome information on subjects whose relevance to their own lives is highly doubtful. 

Similar principles guide the teaching in mathematics or the development of numeracy. The building blocks here are

Recognition of numbers; 

Writing the numbers;

The place value of each numeral in a number, and understanding the concept of units, tens, hundreds, thousands; 

Reciting numbers in ascending and descending order;

Concept of greater than, less than, equal to – taught by comparing various numbers, which may be bigger, smaller, or equal; 

Odd and even numbers; 

Ability to write numbers in words, and to convert written numbers into numerals, 

Multiplication and multiplication tables; 

Addition and subtraction; 

Multiplication, and Division; 

LCM and HCF; 

Concepts of average, and of unit value; 

Unitary method; 

Concepts of Profit and loss, and of simple interest; 

Fractions, and their addition and subtraction; 

Multiplication and division of fractions; 

Concept of decimals, conversion of fractions into decimals, and conversion of decimals into fractions; 

Addition, Subtraction, Multiplication and Division of decimals; 

Concept of Percentage; 

Simple geometry: recognition of rectangle, square, triangle, circle, and how to construct these; 

Angles and their types. 

Simple measurements, such as length, weight, volume; 

Determining area and perimeter; 

Knowledge of various Measures: for example, of weight; of volume; of money (coins, notes); of time (years, months, weeks, days , hours, minutes, seconds); and simple operations relating to these. 
It must be emphasised that these are the building blocks or basic units of simple mathematics, and not a syllabus. Thus we go as far as the children can go, without artificially forcing the pace for them. Based on our experience, and the feedback of experience, we continue to make changes and improvements in the system adopted by us so far. 

There are two other academic areas in which we interact with the child (from the 3rd onwards only): the Environment, and Science. These are not skills but realms of knowledge, and the aim here is to develop the child’s curiosity and enrich his understanding. But here too the elementary tools by which knowledge in these fields is acquired can perhaps be taught to the child, and we focus only on the basics of the knowledge area. The learning tools of children are curiosity and the faculty of observation. Therefore Environment Studies begin with knowledge of the body itself, proceeding outward by stages to the school, the village, the district, the state, the country, and our earth and natural habitat. Along the way we give a general idea of our history and geography, and our political system, especially the panchayat in the village. 

Similarly it is our intention to teach Science through observation and the development of curiosity, which in turn grow from the experience of performing simple science-related tasks. For this purpose we have created a science club for the children. The system is in a rudimentary stage. But the equipment available to the children includes cameras, a computer, chemical balance, microscope and telescope, etc. They have freedom to handle these equipments. 

In view of the importance of English, we have introduced English teaching in class 3 – despite the immense difficulties involved. For first generation children in a village never get to hear a single word of English in their entire lives. The language is alien in the most complete sense of the term. 

Self-expression Activities

The self-expression activities may be classified in the following manner: 

i. Creative Activities, 

ii. Music, 

iii. Games, and

iv. Library. 

Every day of the week and as far as possible in every class, there is in general a period corresponding to each of the above stated activities, i.e. we strive to have 4 periods daily for these activities in each of the classes, but in the 5th and (in the second half of the session) in the 4th there are only 3 periods for this purpose. In these classes the emphasis shifts towards academics, and the self-expression activities which required 2 periods in the earlier classes are combined for being performed in one period. On the other hand, for the 1st and the 2nd classes a joint music period is held. In general therefore only half the time is spent on studies as such, the remaining half being spent by the children in the creative and self-expression activities listed above. One or the other activity is such that the child loves it, gets wholly engrossed in it, and thinks of it even when at home. This longing for one or the other activity makes the child look forward to school and brings him back day after day. 

The children perform creative activities every day in a period nominated for this purpose. Some of these activities have their roots in the library, which has been very broadly conceived. But there are several other self-expression activities which lie quite outside the library and may even lie in the wide world. The broad spectrum of such activities is being mentioned to convey a correct impression of a vibrant Project. 

In class 1, the main creative activities are: making objects out of paper, clay modelling, modelling with the help of a mould, putting shapes in their order, distinguishing between two similar pictures, colouring of Hindi alphabets, playing with cars and dolls, kinder blocks for making tiny houses, playing with snakes and ladders, etc. 

In the 2nd class, the creative activities include some of the aforesaid, and additionally involve making designs out of pieces, fitting parts of a set into their appropriate shapes, builder blocks of the simpler kind, painting, sorting out animal puzzles, plying the charkha, and simple meccanoes, etc. 

In the 3rd, the creative activities include some of the aforesaid, and additionally involve drawing and colouring, paper making, clay modelling of a more complex kind on the potter’s wheel, painting and colouring, slightly more complicated builder blocks, meccanoes, and the rudiments of tailoring (putting thread and stitching buttons), handling the solar cooker, using a small train set to run trains, setting up a complex motor car racing toy, mini-engineering involving making toy cycles and motor cycles from its given parts, indoor games like snakes and ladders, plying the charkha, cooking with the solar cooker, etc. 

In the 4th and 5th, the creative activities include some of the aforesaid, and additionally involve painting and colouring, plying the charkha, knitting, using solar cookers, using the potter’s wheel (for which purpose we employ the services of a part-time village potter), large and highly complex builder blocks, complicated meccanoes, and tiny model electric cars, little model electric fans, tailoring, typing, handling the computer, learning chess, etc. In the 5th class there is the additional activity of photography. The children take black and white photos, then develop and print them. This is one of the most exciting and magical activities for the child. In addition to all these, we have a special activity for girls – that of playing with dolls, which very significantly is being done by girls of all 5 classes. 
In the past we have grown cotton on our farm, part of which was woven into threads with the charkha. We plan to grow cotton again and also to purchase one or two karghas (or handlooms), so that the thread from the charkha can be woven into cloth, which will then finally be tailored with the sewing machine by the children. In this way they will acquire a full comprehension of the process by which we eventually get the clothes that we wear. 
Music is another self-expression activity that takes place daily in each of the classes of the primary section. We have employed a full time music teacher in the primary section, and there is a music period every day for every class, the music period of classes 1 and 2 being combined in one because of its elementary nature. We have a total of six harmoniums, two sets of tablas and four sets of dholaks, three sets of majiras, one cassio, and four flutes. Some of these items have been purchased independently, or out of donations from other sources, by the Society. The children are not merely learning folk songs and patriotic songs etc but are provided an opportunity for creative self-expression and the development of artistic sensibilities. It is a delight to observe children take to music with so much eagerness. For the child who is merely a listener we are striving to develop sensitivity for music and capacity of appreciation. It is proposed to reserve one day of the week exclusively for listening to music, which will heighten sensibilities and benefit all of them. 

The Games that children play include both indoor and outdoor games. One period is set aside every day for games for each of the five classes. We have constructed a small park for the children, which is a basic attraction for them, and it is a pleasure to see children coming to school before time in the winters so as to have a go at the slide, the merry-go-round, and the sea-saw, etc. They are likewise fond of the balls we have provided for them, and of the two tricycles and seven little bicycles with which they learn to ride. We also have games like kabaddi and khokho, and we have races and tug-of-war. Finally there are badminton, table tennis, and basketball. The essence is the informality and utter freedom granted to the children during this period. None of these games comes within the ambit of the HRD grant, but these are nevertheless being mentioned here so as to give a total picture of the functioning of the primary section. 

In addition to these games there is another activity that the children daily undertake, viz. that of themselves distributing the mid day meal provided to them every day. It is they who take out the foodstuff, weigh it, divide it into equal parts for each of the five classes, and then distribute it amongst themselves in a remarkable display of responsibility and discipline. This activity is not being done under the project supported by HRD, but it is nonetheless being referred to here so as to convey an idea of how self-respect and self-confidence are being developed in the children. 

The Library for the children of the non-formal primary section has been very broadly conceived, and it contains not merely material to read or look at (e.g. picture books), but also other objects/equipment that positively engage the child in the creative and joyful application of his mind. In the latter category there are meccanoes, electricity related toys, quizzes, builder blocks, Hindi alphabet colouring, etc and toys and games including dolls for girls. All these items are in daily use by the children. There are two periods fixed for use of library for each of the five classes every day of the week. One of these two periods is for reading storybooks and historical tales. The idea is to inculcate and encourage the habit of reading which is absolutely central to education. For those not yet ready for reading, like the children of the 1st, there are two other activities both of which are in use. One activity is that of listening to stories from the books as told by the teacher, the other is for the child to engage himself in the activity of looking at picture books. Under the Project we have made available a series of picture books for the children, and it suffices for the child merely to look at the pictures. By doing so the child gets a visual impression of India’s geography, her animals and birds, tigers and elephants and peacocks, her diverse peoples, the beauty of her Himalayas, and so on. Moreover he grows insensibly into an awareness of beauty, and his aesthetic sensibilities are thereby awakened. The other period for library use is exclusively given over to creative activities like meccanoes, builder blocks, and painting, colouring, etc which are listed in greater detail above. The children have taken to both parts of the library with great enthusiasm, and it is a joy to behold their happiness. The creative freedom provided to the children has had a major influence upon the teachers themselves. It has made them realise that the true role of the teacher is not to give instruction as such but to assist the child in his growth and to co-operate with him in his learning processes. This is yet another powerful indicator of the success of the Project. It has helped all concerned to grow, and has afforded joy to all associated with it. 

Additionally, an important dimension of the school library is our collection of over 130 educational video films which are shown to all children from classes 1 to 8 every Friday. These films deal both with matters of general interest for children and those relating to specific subjects. There were 217 working days this year, after deducting for holidays and vacations prescribed by the state government. 28 video films were shown during the year, two of them being of such length that they required two days. About half of the films dealt with birds and animals, whereas the other films relate to health issues, environment, history and science. The children are encouraged to handle the equipment themselves so as to shed the natural inhibition of a rural child towards modern gadgets. The children look forward to these films with great enthusiasm, and this exposure to diverse fields promotes their present and future development. 
The students of the 5th class appeared for the examination under National Open School (Open Basic School). All of them have passed, 21 out of 33 getting the A grade. Such good performance by our students is very heartening. When complemented by the excellent retention rates, good results serve as a powerful indicator of the success of the Project. The children enjoy school, have fun there, and they do well in the exams as well. These children will be admitted into the middle school where a new future beckons them with various useful skills to learn. 

Innovative Formal Middle School

The other part of the Project is the formal but highly innovative middle school. This is the senior section, and the environment here is characterised by greater seriousness and maturity. In the non-formal primary section, the predominant attitude is that of fun, play, and joy. Little children are here being helped to grow and are being prepared for entry into the formal system of education. But in the formal but highly innovative middle school, though there is still fun and play and joy, yet this is no longer the dominant theme. There is on the contrary an undercurrent of greater seriousness. Here too the children are being helped to grow, but a more earnest aim has come into existence: the children are now being readied for life itself. The children still play of course, and they go out on excursions, conduct the functions of the school, keenly enjoy themselves and remain always comfortable in the school. Yet the more serious object is not forgotten and remains ever in the foreground. The children know they have to study and appear in regular quarterly examinations; they know they have to learn various skills as part of their preparation for a future life. 

Academics

The basic academic framework of the middle school has been fixed by the state government. It is mandatory for all recognised middle schools, like ours, to follow that system. The subjects we teach are thus eight in number: Hindi, Mathematics, Social Studies, Agriculture, Science, English, Sanskrit, and Art. Four of these eight subjects are considered important enough to merit two papers and carry total marks of 100, viz. Mathematics (Arithmetic, and Algebra + Geometry); Social Studies (Geography, and History + Civics); Hindi (the second paper tests the student on unseen passages and involves essay writing); and Agriculture (the second paper tests the student’s capacity to visualise and draw agricultural implements, and to construct geometrical figures). Practical tests are held only for Science and Agriculture. The other four subjects, namely, Science, English, Sanskrit, and Art, carry only 50 marks each. We also teach PT, which is of course merely a practical subject, but it too carries 50 marks. 

In the experience of the students themselves the most difficult subjects are English and Mathematics, i.e. English is considered the most difficult subject of all. Out of 9 periods in a day, we teach academics only for 7, the remaining 2 periods being earmarked respectively for an extra period of English or Art or PT and for Skill Development Activities or Computers. [The skill development activities are described in detail in the following section.] In this way, we seek to maintain a balance between the academic and the utilitarian components of the educational endeavour. The academic periods have been strategically organised to give greater attention to the students’ areas of weakness, i.e. English and Mathematics. 

We also strive to innovate in our teaching. Where a subject is dull because unrelated to the child’s experience of life, we seek to bring it into life and make it vivid and living for the child. An example of this is the teaching of Civics. Subjects like the electoral process, the Vidhan Sabha and Lok Sabha, and the appointment of Chief Minister and Prime Minister, are considered among the dullest by the students. So we have decided to hold actual elections in the school every year. Classes 6, 7 and 8 were presumed to constitute a state, and the children elected their Vidhan Sabha and their chief minister, the process being as close to the real one as possible, complete with election commission and news reporters. Classes 3 to 8 were presumed to constitute the country, and the children of these classes elected the Lok Sabha and their prime minister. The process is so thrilling, and the enthusiasm that it generates in students is so great, that it becomes simply unforgettable. After this experience the teacher finds it easy to explain the subject, and the children find it meaningful and exciting to know more about it. 

The Results seem to justify our overall approach. All the 28 students, boys and girls alike, whether Dalits or of upper castes, have passed in the final examination of the 8th class, which was and external examination conducted by the state government this year. 16 of them secured 1st Division and 12 obtained 2nd Division marks. There was no third class and there was no failure. 

Skill Development Activities

In the formal but innovative middle school (classes 6 to 8) the skill development activities being taught under the Project are (i) sheet metal work, (ii) tailoring, (iii) bee keeping, (iv) typing, (v) short hand, and (vi) computer awareness. Only the first three are part of the Project as approved by the Ministry. Of these six skills, Bee keeping alone is not taught in a separate or formal class, since it cannot be learnt in that fashion. Sheet Metal Work, Tailoring, and Typing are taught to each of the three classes (6, 7, & 8) in the last three periods three days a week (Thursdays, Fridays and Saturdays). But the trainers of these three skills come and teach at the same time. Hence the children are asked to opt for one of those three trades. Depending usually on their option, the children are divided into small groups, and each of these groups learns a particular skill. Computers are also taught to each of the three classes (6, 7, & 8) in the last three periods three days a week, but the three days are Mondays, Tuesdays, and Wednesdays. However it is mandatory for every student, boy or girl, to learn computers. Short hand is taught on Sundays. 

The success of skill development activities rests on three things: i. equipment and raw materials; ii. trainers; and iii. students. To start with we had purchased the equipment required for sheet metal work and the raw material (sheets). The raw material in the form of sheets continues to be recycled. For tailoring we have acquired 11 sewing machines, but the raw material (cloth) has to be purchased from time to time. However we gradually hope to market some of the final products so that cost of raw material (cloth) may be taken care of. For bee keeping we started with 10 hives, but on account of the assault of enemies, i.e. wasps, ants, and diseases, we now have 5 hives, but we plan to increase the numbers through the natural process of reproduction of bees. We now have 8 old typewriters for teaching typewriting, having purchased one more this session to meet the demand of students. For short hand no equipment is required. For computer awareness we have constructed two rooms and have bought 10 computers. We have obtained Internet connection, and at the moment it is being used chiefly for e-mail. In addition there is one computer in the primary section, and it is proposed to add one more in that section. Early familiarity is the best way to teach computers to children. 

We have a trainer each for sheet metal work, tailoring, and short hand. We have two teachers for teaching computers, one each for the two rooms built exclusively for computers. With this arrangement – i.e. two rooms, two teachers, 10 computers – all students of a class (maximum 35) are now able to work on simultaneously and the whole class can learn at the same time. The computers are also used for official correspondence, office work, and preparation of bills, maintenance of records, sending e-mails, etc. Typing is taught by the school’s clerk, but there is no separate trainer for bee keeping, since the work does not demand this. Two of our staff are trained in bee keeping, one in Aau and the other at the office in Allahabad. 

The number of students who have availed these skill development activities is given below in the form of a chart. There were no girls in Typing or Sheet Metal Work. 

Skill                        Class           No of students              Girls         Dalits          No. Passed

Typing                      6                         08                         Nil               03                   08

                                 7                         06                          Nil              03                   06

                                 8                         06                          Nil              03                   06

                             Total                      20                           Nil              09                  20

Short hand                6                         17                         04                 07                  17

                                 7                         13                         Nil                07                   13

                                 8                         06                         Nil                03                   06

                              Total                     36                          04                17                   36

Sheet Metal             6                         10                          Nil                 07                 10

                                7                         08                          Nil                 03                  08

                                8                         09                          Nil                 03                  09



   Total                  27                           Nil                13                  27

Tailoring                 6                        18                            10                 09                   18

                                7                        18                            07                 10                   18

                                8                        13                            08                 01                   13



   Total                  49                            25                 20                   49

Computers              6                        36                           10                  19                   36

                                7                       32                            07                  17                   32

                                8                       28                            08                  07                   28



   Total                 96                            25                  43                   96

Thus all students have passed in the year-end tests for their skills. 

Bee keeping continues to be an uncertain activity; it has still not stabilised fully. Last year we harvested about 30 kg of honey, but this year the honey production was very poor, and came down to just 13 kg. This decline in production occurred chiefly because of a severe and prolonged cold wave which caused the bees to remain in virtual hibernation. It also led to the destruction of at least two hives. Bee keeping is an activity (or skill if you like) that can only be learnt slowly through a process of interaction with the bees themselves. So to acquire that skill may at times require more prolonged attention than in the case of other skills. Children have to observe the bees and look after them. The children are of course told of the problems bees face: their enemies, their need for flowers or (in the absence of flowers) of sugar, which we have to provide them lest they migrate to flower-laden areas. The children see all this as also the processes at work in the hive, and they gradually acquire some understanding of the lives and problems of bees. This is the way our children are learning, even though it may not always be possible to specify at any given moment what precisely they have learnt. The bees have to be moved to suitable locations at different times of the year for their survival. At the moment of writing we have 5 hives, all of which are at Allahabad for the summer months. 
Agriculture is both a subject and a skill that is taught in the middle school. We have an agricultural farm, and the students of the junior high school are taught about agricultural practices, techniques and technologies, seeds and crops, compost and other fertilisers, water management, climate, different types of cows, etc. We also have orchards of mango, guava, and lemon; and the students are taught about the maintenance and development of orchards, and about grafting and fruit preservation as well. All this teaching is both theoretical and practical, the students often being encouraged to maintain tiny little farms on the campus in small groups. 

As stated above in the segment on the non-formal primary section, we show educational video films every Friday to all children of the school from classes 1 to 8. 

We have provided ordinary Hostel facilities for students who desire it. The facilities, which are entirely free and open to all students, include bed, toilet and water supply. The numbers that avail these facilities are not fixed but vary from year to year and sometimes even between months. But the numbers are rarely large. 

Common Activities & Inner Life of the Institution

School Functions 

A feature of the school is the number of functions celebrated throughout the year, usually at least one in a month, the children themselves conducting most of them, especially the biggest of them, Children’s Day (14th November). 

The first function, called Welcome Day and celebrated this time on 21st July 2003, is when students of the 7th and 8th welcome the fresh entrants of the 6th, and students of the 5th and 4th welcome fresh entrants of the 1st, giving them guidance about the practices and conventions of the school, especially matters like honesty, punctuality, self-discipline, and never cheating in exams. The birthday of the progressive Hindi writer Premchand is celebrated on 31st July. In August we have Afforestation Day on the 11th, which serves to make children conscious of environmental problems and is an occasion for planting saplings. Independence Day is celebrated on 15th August. 5th September is Teachers Day, celebrated as a day of renewal and pledge by the teachers, and 14th September is Hindi Day. 
On 20th September we had a special Music Festival organised and led by artistes from the Prayag Sangeet Samiti, Allahabad. They sang classical as well as bhajans and folk songs, with the villagers and children participating in the latter. Gandhi Jayanti was celebrated on 2nd October. 
14th November (Children’s Day) is one of our main functions; but to suit a High Court Judge of Allahabad High Court we held the function of on 15th November with Mr. Justice Janardan Sahai of the Allahabad High Court as the Chief Guest. A girl of the 5th class took a video film of the function with our Handycam. The Chief Guest was all praise for the function conducted and performed by the children themselves and said that it was the best he had seen in his life. 
On 10th December Human Rights Day was celebrated and children told about Human Rights. In January we had Yuvak Diwas or Youth Day, which coincides with the birthday of Swami Vivekananda (January 12). The other occasions for celebration in January are Netaji Subhas Jayanti on the 23rd and Republic Day on the 26th. All three, but more especially the first, have become occasions for conveying a concept of humanist patriotism, i.e. active concern for the well being of the deprived. Parents Day was celebrated in our unique manner from 9th February to 11th February, with visits to parents by our teachers on three successive days. This time we celebrated Gramin Sanskritik Diwas (Village Culture Day) on 12th Februrary, a colourful occasion in which villagers from all around participate, exhibit their skills and play rural games, while folk songs have a field day. Women’s Day was celebrated on 26th February this time to suit the requirements of working women who go out for harvesting every year. Science Day was celebrated on 28th February, whereas a Holi Milan (or Meet) was organised for all villagers after the festival of Holi, on 10th March this time. On this occasion dry colours are permitted and Holi songs sung with gusto. Health Day was celebrated on 7th April, and the birthday of Ambedkar on the 14th. After that we have the annual examinations, the next session begins briefly in mid-May, and the school closes for the summer vacations from 20th May. 

In this way one or the other occasion is commemorated every month. The more important cultural functions are celebrated not in isolation but as public occasions. In these there is almost always a chief guest. On one occasion we even had the Governor of UP as chief guest, and this session we had a High Court Judge. Such celebrations tend to bring together all the elements of the school, viz. management, teachers, students, and certain sections of the village, in a co-operative endeavour. This has insensibly transformed relationships and created a buoyant ethos in the school. The emphasis on Vivekananda, Gandhiji, and Nehru, and the stress on human rights and women’s rights, has had a definite impact. The children may not all remember the exact message of these great men or that of these important occasions, but in all of them has been registered a belief in equality, which is supported by the actual practice of the school. It is therefore a pleasant sight to witness on occasion a Dalit child coming to school with Brahmin boys. Within the school too they sit together and eat together, regardless of the barriers that divide them in the village. 

Games and Physical Activities
We also encourage games and physical activities, for sports teach teamwork and engender a certain attitude towards life. But there is a deeper reason too. A person cannot ordinarily be separated from his body, and this is true of the child a fortiori. Now the fundamental object of education is to take care of the whole person of the child, which requires that we deal with the body as well. But the way to deal with the body is to release its natural energies in activities that demand co-ordination and control, and preferably also rhythm and aesthetics. So we have taken up PT, asanas, and the system of surya namaskars on the one hand, and games of different kinds on the other. The principal games are kabaddi, khokho, and tug-of-war, which require little by way of expense; but we also have volleyball and darts, and now badminton, table tennis and basketball. The children are divided into four dals (or houses), and all games are played in friendly competition between these houses. 

Study Excursions

The children of both the primary section and the middle school undertook several Study Excursions during the year. The thrill of seeing new sights, and the freedom and joy of travel, have positively benefited the children of all classes from 1 to 8. These trips provide deprived children with much-needed richness of experience. It is our practice to discuss their experiences and help them articulate what they have experienced. In this way curiosity is aroused and the faculty of observation is also stimulated. 

The children of the 1st and 2nd classes were sent up to Atarra, which is about 4 km from Aau and is the tehsil headquarters. They went on the 27th of September 2002 by bus. There they saw the Ayurvedic College, Atarra Degree College, the Hindu Inter College, the Government Agricultural Farm, the Tehsil Headquarters, the Telephone Exchange, the Railway Station, a Post Office, a Petrol Pump Station, a Tractor Sales Agency, and a famous local temple called Gaura Baba. Since their trip was a well planned one, they were typically received by one of important functionaries of the institution or organisation that they visited. For poor rural 5 or 6 year olds this was a rare treat indeed. 

On 29th September 2002 the children of the 3rd, 4th classes went on a trip to a hillock called Khoh, which they climbed, and while returning they stopped to see the Mandakini River near Karwi. The programme had to be abbreviated on account of heavy rains. 

On 30th September 2003 students of 5th and 6th class went on a study excursion on a bus to a hillock called Khoh, which is beyond Karwi on the way to Allahabad. The children studied the geography of the hill and saw for themselves how a hill can slowly be eroded. 

The students of the 7th class went to Allahabad from 29th to 31st January 2004. Their study excursion took them to the Sangam in Allahabad, where they saw the confluence of Ganga and Jamuna rivers and witnessed the amazing crowds and vast organisation of the Magh Mela of Allahabad, which is as rare a sight by day as it is by night. They also visited the Planetarium and Anand Bhawan. They also saw the University of Allahabad, to enter which is an aspiration of many a village student. They also went inside the High Court at Allahabad, where the time (4 pm) combined with the sympathy of the peons enabled them to see the innermost chambers of the Court. The students were all excitement on return, and each student then wrote an essay articulating his impressions of the tour they had undertaken. 

The children of the 8th were unfortunate that the plan to take them to Punjab had to be twice postponed, first because the state government announced a new scheme of examinations for the 8th which clashed with their programme, and secondly when the fear of heat wave led to a further change of programme. It is hoped that the children of the 8th this year will be able to make a visit to the Punjab. 

Health Care

We have also adopted a system of regular health check of the children. A doctor visits the school every month for this purpose. At the start of the session every year the doctor notes the height, weight, and chest measurement of each child. On all other visits he makes a general health check of each student, and for this purpose he tackles the two sections alternately, first the primary section and then the middle school, and back to the primary section and so on. This usually takes about 3 hours. The nails, eyes, teeth, ears, and skin of each child are examined, and specific ailments are also sorted out on this occasion. We conceive this programme as being part of a larger effort to evoke health consciousness in the children. For example the teachers routinely examine the children for cleanliness, especially their nails, teeth, and eyes. 

Earlier we had arranged for a Doctor from Banda who visited the school once a month. Now our plan is to get a Doctor from the Ayurvedic College at Atarra. This seems a good arrangement, since it would bring our two institutions closer and provide infrastructural support to our school in matters relating to health care. 

These varied activities reflect our concern for the flowering of all facets of the child’s personality. 

Teacher Development

We consider development of the teacher to be no less important than that of the student; for the growth of the latter depends, in the last analysis, upon the liberating qualities of the teacher. For this reason every year we try to organise one or two programmes exclusively for our teachers. The point is to provide opportunities that can help them rise above the routine of their work. In this way alone can their vision of the student and of their own role as facilitators be enriched and enlarged. We also strive as far as possible to give concrete form to such vision by equipping them with new tools of understanding and work. 

Prof V.S.Misra, formerly Professor, Head & Dean, Education Department, D.D.U. Gorakhpur University; visited our school from 3rd to 5th August 2003. He conducted a workshop wherein he demonstrated to the teachers the utility and methods for making a teaching plan. He followed this with two days of actual teaching by the school teachers. Each teacher took an actual class to demonstrate his teaching skills. Finally, each one’s teaching was frankly discussed by the rest and areas where improvement was required were clearly indicated. The programme was of great help to the teachers. 

Conclusion

All the activities that were proposed in the Project have been undertaken successfully. Indeed we have done much more, having embarked upon several other activities as well. The objectives for which these several activities were carried out have also been fulfilled substantially, if not in full measure. Our Project was conceived to meet the needs of first generation students, particularly those belonging to deprived communities. We have been successful in giving those children what they require most of all, namely, a sense of belonging and the ability to socialise and adjust to the environment of the school. Our plan of creating a natural transition for them from the freedom of playfulness to the more conformist requirements of a formal institution also appears to be highly successful. The constant association of the younger children with the middle school children aids this process, especially through the numerous common cultural programmes that they have. 

The Project has (i) an immediate practical object, that of securing a better start in life for the most deprived rural children; and (ii) a longer term objective of developing a model of education for them, wherein the aesthetic (music etc) and the utilitarian (skill development, computer awareness) are combined with the formal syllabus, so that education helps empower the most deprived sections and transforms itself into an instrument of social change. 

There is little doubt that both the objectives of the Project are being met, the immediately practical one as well as the longer-term objective. It is remarkable that such effects should begin to show so early in the life of the Project. 
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