Site Visit Report
Bhoomiheen Seva Samiti

29-30 th March, 2007
I reached Allahabad on 29th morning, around 7:00 am. A driver was waiting for me who took me to Lalit-ji’s place. After getting fresh and some breakfast we started driving for Aau. It was a good 4 hour bumpy drive on a hot day. 

 The Social Context:
Before we go into the details of the school, it’s very important to understand the social context in which Bhoomiheen is operating. It’s a highly feudal village with most of the villagers being low-caste landless laborers and only a handful of Brahmin (high-caste) landlords who own most of the lands in the village. Most of the poor people work in those lands and earn a little throughout the year. There is a clear class hierarchy in the village and Lalit-ji had to go through a lot of struggle, threats to his life to build and maintain this school and to empower the dalits in this village. The school was once taken over on gun point, but with uttermost determination Lalit-ji has persisted in the village and earned the reputation and trust of the villagers.
The meager amount the villagers earn during the harvest season in this village is very minimal and it can barely sustain them for the year. Therefore many villagers move to some other places like Punjab for few months to work there as laborers to earn some extra money. This is a problem for the school because the children cannot keep continuity in the school anymore which affects their study.
I went around the village with the middle school headmaster (Shri P.C.Kushwaha). We stopped at few places. The village is clearly divided into sections of poor Brahmin people, the dalit or lower-caste people and the rich zamindars. The abjectness of the villagers is evident everywhere. There is almost no electricity – other than few bulbs I saw at 2 or 3 places. Apparently, even that most of the time don’t work because of power cut. We saw a few small shops, who keep some everyday essential stuff – with one of the villagers managing that. Barter system is common, not everyone can pay by cash.  I sat at couple of places and according to their custom they offered me clove and/or cardamom and/or ‘supari’. It’s their traditional way of welcoming someone and showing respect.
Overall, it’s a very poor village with clear segregation among castes. The school building stands out in that village like a challenge in the face of oppression!
The Children:

Of course, the children are the life of the school! The curriculum and extracurricular activities make school really fun for all these kids. All the children I talked to said they really like to come to school every day. And the best part is, children start coming to the school even before 9:00 am, even though the school officially starts at 10:00 am! They start pouring in early and play with their friends – it’s just not a school for them, it’s a place where they meet their friends, play with them and do a lot of other fun activities. And if one of them comes and says “namaste sir-ji”, rest assured, everyone else has to do that too!
I participated in their activity room – they have a good variety of activities, many of them donated by Asha volunteers visiting the school. I had a few new games for them too that I handed over to the teacher. In two days I haven’t seen anyone fighting for the same game – they all pick one or two, make a group by themselves and start working with those. The teacher is mostly just a facilitator here and doesn’t really have to guide them much. I was impressed by their proficiency with these games like Mechanix or Magnetix or Lego – most of them are good at building or creating different constructions or shapes. They are also very good at keeping all the games nicely packed once they are done.

I interacted with them in their music class and few other classes. In general all the kids are confident and smart. Usually there is a little shyness at the beginning with a new face, but they quickly get over that. Second day of our stay they put together a nice program with songs and dances and we thoroughly enjoyed that!
Other than education, the children also get medical care. As of now, two doctors (husband-wife) visit the school regularly and check medical conditions of all the students. They bring all the medication with them and provide medicines and immunizations as necessary. They donate their time and money – they don’t accept any payment for their service. If any of the children need further treatment, Bhoomiheen generally arranges for their travel and treatment in Allahabad or some other nearby city and also pays for the treatment.
The school also has good amount of land where they grow vegetables etc. Sometimes the children participate in that and learn. When we were there, they helped plant sugarcane in one of their lands. The children really enjoy that – boys, girls alike.
The Teachers:

There are some teachers who have been associated with the school for a long time now and few are new. The primary school headmistress (Ms Neelam Gupta) was very energetic and always smiling and ready to help. The primary school teachers have a nice bonding with the children – the children are free with them and teachers are caring. I didn’t have as much interaction with the middle school teachers. I spent some time with the computer teacher and talked in detail about their curriculum. I had some suggestions and we talked about why we should do that and how that can be done. The children get used to using keyboard and mouse, learn about some common applications like Power Point, Excel, and Microsoft Word etc., get used to typing in a computer. They don’t learn any programming.
I talked to most of the teachers. In general they didn’t have any strong opinion or preference in what, if any, should be done differently in the school. I think one of the primary school teachers suggested that it might be a good idea to give school bags for all the students - that way everyone will have similar bags. I think Lalit-ji is really working hard to build confidence in the teachers. This should continue to be a priority so that Bhoomiheen can have the next generation of leaders who can take this effort forward.
The School:

The school building is really nice – newly built and quite spacious. It’s in contrast to what you see around in that village. There are primarily 2 separate buildings – one primary school (from classes 0 to 5) and the other one is the middle school (from class 6 to 8). The middle school building also includes the library. Other than that, there is a computer lab. The old school building is also there – right now this is being used for some typing classes and also as teachers’ room.
Library has decent amount of collection now, but this certainly can be made better. We’ll need more books and good magazines for this. I didn’t see any newspaper and when I asked Lalit-ji he then said that they used to get newspapers regularly. But the teachers had some concerns regarding the content in most of the newspapers and whether they were suitable for all the children. Finally they decided to not have that.
The computer lab has two rooms – each with about 8-10 computers. Electricity is very undependable there – so most of the time they end up using generators to power up the lab during class hours. They also have dial-up internet connection.
There is a very simple staying arrangement for a few students whose houses are further and not suitable for everyday commute. There are 5 such children right now staying in the school building. They make their own food and all of them stay in the same room. They generally go back every Saturday and come back before the school starts next Monday.
The school has some agricultural land and many of them are used for growing vegetables. We saw their potato harvest. They sell those to the local market and the money comes back to Bhoomiheen. They have plans of getting more land and starting proper organic farming where they will be able to train the students.
There are some solar panels that are used to generate electricity for lighting and fan. There are also solar cookers that were used to cook food for us when we were there!
Future Plans:

Lalit-ji was sharing some ideas they have about the school to take this to the next level. One of them was to start a vocational high school and get it officially accredited. This will require a lot of extra effort, extra funds – but will be able to provide the children with some livelihood options. There were a few vocational course choices we talked about one being organic farming.
We also talked about teachers’ training and improving the quality of education. We’ll need to get in touch with some teacher training institutes and work out the logistics.
Overall Recommendation:

The school looked great – with all the extracurricular activities, enthusiastic children, good facilities and teachers. More than that, considering the social context where this school is operating, an autonomous institution in such a feudal system, this is in itself is a marvelous victory! I have spent the 2 days discussing with Lalit-ji on a whole range of topics starting from the school to corporations, environment to even cricket, music!! Lalit-ji has dedicated his life for the empowerment of the landless dalit villagers of Aau and through a long struggle have been able to create and maintain this school as an independent body with high quality. There is a lot to learn from and contribute to this project. I came back from this visit much energized and happy!
