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Introduction and Background
I reached Ballia in the morning by a passenger train from Varnasi. Vijay Bhai was there in his cycle to pick me up from the Reoti station. We had tea and walked towards the school which was a couple of kilometers from the station. As we walked towards the school, I asked about the background of the communities that the children come from. Villages in UP are organized in hamlets called ‘bastis’. The bastis are segregated by caste due to centuries of sociological stratification. When I asked Vijay bhai if the children came from Dalit bastis, he answered in the negative. He said most children (total about 120) are from backward communities and only a couple might be from dalit bastis. This information was also later verified with Vallabh Bhai. Our project website needs to reflect the right information in this regard. This project does not predominantly deal with dalit or tribal communities.  The parents of the children do belong to underprivileged sections of the society and are either landless agricultural laborers or farm on leased land. This district is where Asha trust’s efforts took root. Long back, Dr. Sandeep pandey’s (Asha’s founder) grand dad was running a school here.  He had established the first Asha trust’s center here. 
Once we reached the school, I took a quick look around without disturbing the classes. The whole set up was a tin shed with benches. There was a small toilet constructed (we had recently approved it) and a handpump also existed as drinking water supply. There was still another section of the toilet to be constructed. The community around the school from which most kids came from, lived in mud and thatch hutments. There was no proper access road to the land itself, but there existed a pedestrian path. There was also a huge ditch that went parallel to the school. I was later told that it fills up during the rains.
Classroom interaction and teaching techniques
I later decided to record and observe normal classroom activity and learn how the school works. I went from one class to another and if there were any questions would verify with the teacher. One of the teachers was not present in school. There was math, hindi, English and science in various classes. I also got to cover a period change and the switching of subject context in classes. There was an interesting multiplication technique demonstrated in one of the classes. The teachers had learnt this from training obtained from a person called Rajiv, based in Lalpur. We then took a look at the textbooks and what kind of material was covered. Some textbooks are government prescribed, some are from eklavya and some others are from other organizations (based in Lalpur). I requested certain teaching techniques learnt through Eklavya training to be demonstrated and recorded that in video. In some lower classes hindi was taught by reading/writing sentences in the text book as it is. When I asked them the value of such an exercise, I was told that it improves pronunciation and spelling. Vijay bhai mentioned that this was the norm only for languages. For science or other subjects they would have exercises that would have more application of concepts in questions and answers. In the Hindi class taught by Rekha ji for 8th standard, they had an interesting exercise. The children were given five words from a lesson that they had just read through and were asked to write a poem of their own with those five words. In all there were six classes and the school itself had upto 8th Std. There were no children in the 7th std. After 8th Std. the children will be mainstreamed into government High school.

Discussion with community member
While at the school, I got a chance to meet with one of the community members. He first mentioned that there were 3-4 of his kids studying in the school. When I specifically asked how many, he went around verifying the no. of children. We then spoke about the school and what it meant to the community. He did say that the community values the school and are happy about it. When I asked him about what are his expectations for his children in the future .i.e. how does he hope to see a change in their lives, he was not very optimistic about it. He mentioned that one of his elder kids has finished a B.A (or another undergraduate degree) and still does manual labor in the city. He did not have any complaints or suggestions as such for the school though.
Discussion with Teachers

When it was lunch time for the kids, all the teachers, Vijay bhai and I sat down for a discussion. They first wanted to know more about me. I gave my introduction and then we went over various aspects.
The children were taken on an entertaining tour to Sarnath and photos from the trip and other photos of the school was provided by Vijay bhai later (I have attached the same). 

Miscellaneous expenses – We discussed what went other this budget head. Expenses for guest’s water/food, travel to varnasi for administrative purposes (filing vouchers, bank transactions etc.), sweets distribution for Jan 26th, Aug 15th etc. and other small administrative expenses goes into this. They did mention that their cell phone bills and calls made for the school purposes are unclaimed and unaccounted for. For every expense made, they file a voucher to Vallabh bhai who is the treasurer.

Healthcare – There is a health camp held at least once a year. There is also a weighing machine at the school. The height and weight of the children are monitored every month and drastic variations are reported to doctors. This year’s health camp was held on March 8th. Not all medicines are provided by the government doctor and PHC. Many a times there are medicines that they cannot provide. In that case, the school has to provide for those expenses. There is no consultation fee for the doctors itself. A discussion happened on whether RTI can be applied and they all agreed that it should be done.

Government support and schemes – They mentioned that the education officers were corrupt and schemes were not properly implemented. There is a UP government scheme for girls education called the ‘Kasturba girls’ school’. This I believe will specifically target girl children and will also focus on vocational skills. There is a government junior high school nearby and it has classes 6 to 8. The school is also supposed to conduct bridge courses to get children enrolled in the government junior high school.
Current requirements – We discussed various aspects and the teachers felt furniture for the younger kids was a need (the youngest class has no desks/chairs). They also felt providing uniform would be helpful as most kids had minimal clothes and no footwear. There was also a brief discussion on salary equalization. One of the teachers, Lal ji felt that the salaries of the teachers need to be equalized. When I questioned further on experience levels of the teachers, there was some confusion. In a later discussion with Vijay bhai and Vallabh, both felt a constant effort is made to equalize and revise salaries on a regular basis. They cannot be equalized without due consideration to teachers’ experience and will happen over time. The teachers also mentioned a need for conducting tailoring classes. The two female teachers in the school are willing to co-ordinate these classes and they believe it will help the girls who might drop out to equip with some vocational skills at least. They discussed this briefly and Vijay bhai felt, the initiative has to be shown by the teachers before support can be allotted. The machines do exist and the teachers should start with basics first. Then, we can discuss about support for this role of the school. This is another aspect that has to be reflected on the website appropriately. The school does not support any vocational training aspects at this time. The teachers also mentioned a desire to equip themselves with computer training. I had also raised the issue of safety concerns given the unfortunate demise of a child in the past. The teachers pointed to the nearby ditch as a possible hazard during rains. I also observed a huge temple pond about a km behind the school. The teachers mentioned that a compound wall might be useful and a brief discussion followed. Later we went around the community to take a look at the well where the mishap happened (it has appropriate safety walls now) and also the library books that were put up in a cupboard in one of the teacher’s home.

Later in the day, when I was about to board the train, Lal ji, one of the teachers at the school (who had raised the concern about salary levels) wanted to meet with me in private. He mentioned that he has an interest in equipping himself with requisite skills, be it computer based or otherwise to move to the US. He wanted contacts and help in terms of resources to enable his move to the US. He felt living in the village he would not be able to support his family as much as he would like.
