Asha Internal Report No.19: ROPA and village schools of Barudih and Chirudih by Shanmuga 

Date of Visit: 1st May 2001 

Gist: Introduction - Activities of ROPA - Barudih  - Chirudih - Analysis and 

Suggestion – Contacts.

Introduction: 

After visiting SLADS(*)  in Ghatsila and the villages near Jadugoda Uranium mining site, I proceeded to see the activities of ROPA(Rural Organisation for People's Advancement) and to meet Keshav Mahato, one of its key workers. I took a bus from Ghatsila to Jamshedpur and from Jamshedpur a bus going to Ranchi, the state capital of Jharkhand. Tamar, where the ROPA coordinating office is located, is midway on the highway connecting Jamshedpur and Ranchi. 

I reached the ROPA coordinating office late in the evening on 30th April 2001 and Keshav arrived there early next morning. Keshav and I visited Barudih and Chirudih villages and I left Tamar late in the evening to Ranchi onto a long bus ride to Ballia. 

My visit was based on Mahesh's suggestion to meet Keshav. Keshav had spent two weeks in the Lalpur Asha Ashram and had struck a good friendship with Mahesh. Mahesh wanted me to meet Keshav to explore possibilities of starting Asha activities in Jharkhand. In addition there was the need to visit because of the proposal by ROPA. 

* SLADS - Singhbhum Legal Aid Development Society. See Asha Internal Report No.14 SLADS, Ghatsila for details. 

Activities of ROPA: 

At the time of my visit, ROPA's secretary Mahiram Mahato was not in town. I did talk to some of his relatives who were co-workers in ROPA office. However, they could not give me a clear idea of the activities of ROPA. Nor did I feel they had any interest in social activities. I had seen some slogans in Hindi on the walls on my way from the bus stop to ROPA's office, such as, Save the Environment, Plant a Tree! - ROPA 

So I asked the ROPA workers if they had planted any trees themselves. They said that they had not. And when asked why, they replied, "We cannot plant so many trees, our activity is to campaign and get a lot of people to do it. We want to sensitize common people and create awareness." When I asked if their campaign was successful to generate interest in the village youth to plant trees, they said, "This is not easy to find out, but there has not been any significant tree planting going on." 

Barudih village and school: 

Early morning on 1st May 2001, Keshav and I wound our way to Barudih through narrow roads in Kehav's motorcycle. It would have been impossible to reach Barudih by a bus or car. By foot it may take a whole day from Tamar. 

Barudih is a completely adivasi (*) village. Keshav and I walked through the village streets, exchanging pleasantries with the onlookers. Unlike the usual adivasi village, the streets here were very narrow and the neighborhood was densely populated. Though the school was already in session, the streets were full of little kids running around with their traditional toys. Probably, the school does not have the capacity to accomodate all the children, I thought to myself. 

We reached the school which was in a clearing of the forest. There was thick vegetation and young shoots of bamboo seen around. The school is called Adharsh Vidya Mandir, Barudih, Tamar, Ranchi. The classrooms resembled workshop sheds and the children inside were buzzing with activity. 

There was a large mound of red mud, outside, soaking in water. Workers were getting ready to make roof tiles for the classrooms out of this. The current roof had holes and was leaking during the rains. The water was pumped out from a tube-well nearby. The tube-well stood apart from the general ambience of adivasi life. The funds for digging it were demanded by the people and gotten out of an MLA (from his MLA funds) who came here for his election campaign. The people have found out a good strategy - to get things done just before the elections - as they know nothing will be done after that. 

I noticed tiny bags of rice on a table. Some bags had dhal and other grams.  A teacher replied to my unasked question, "These bags were brought by the children. The villagers cannot pay the laborers who'll make the roof tiles in cash. So the people just give them enough rice and dhal to make the day's food." 

This teacher was the Headmaster of the school, Shri Haripad Sansi.  We sat down for a discussion about the school. Here is what I gathered about the school from him: 

The school has about 150 children studying upto 8th Std. It became fully functional after February 2000, when the villagers had constructed the school premise. There are a total of 9 teachers of which 7 are full-timers. Of these five are graduates and two non-graduates. Haripad himself has a B.A in Hindi (Hons.). The children are to pay a monthly fee of Rs.30, making possible an allowance to the teachers of Rs.400 per month. However, most children are unable to pay the fees. In fact, for the past four months (as of my visit date) the teachers have not received their salary. 

The teachers continue to work because of their dedication to educate the children. They're mostly youngsters working as a team. They come from far and from different villages. They're inspired by the interest shown by Barudih villagers to get their children educated. However, its not clear how long they can go on without regular income to run their daily lives. 

The villagers are the owners of the school and the teachers and the headmaster are the managers. ROPA, it should be understood clearly, is looked upon as an external guide and a potential source of funds. 

The headmaster wanted us to visit the classrooms. We visited three classrooms of different age groups. First was the youngest group. Based on my questions, I felt that the classes are going on regularly and the children are indeed learning basic reading and writing. I asked the children to sing a few songs. The children found it easier to sing Hindi movie songs than in their local dialect. Its amazing to notice the degree of penetration of commercial cinema into the remotest parts of the country. One boy refused to sing. So the headmaster threatened him waving his hand and saying, "I know how to make you sing. Don't you see, Sir is waiting for you, “At this the poor child started singing in a nervous shaking voice. I could make out neither the tune nor the words coming out of the terrified boy. 

We then moved on to a class with slightly older children (probably 5th Std). The children and the class teacher enthusiastically welcomed us. I asked the children about payment of fees. This was a class of about 30 to 35 children. About three-fourth had not paid the last month's fees, half had not paid the last two month's fees and ten had not paid the fees for the last four months and a couple of them had not paid fees at all. The headmaster asked the children who had never paid the fees to pay the fees soon or else they may be expelled from the school. 

Before we went in, Hindi class was on. So Keshav asked the children to read aloud the words he wrote on the board. The children had difficulty in correctly pronouncing half-matras of ra (for instance, in mantri as compared to that in say charcha). Keshav gave dozens of examples and employed many techniques to get the point across. His talent in teaching and a matching energy to deal with the children became strikingly clear to me. The discussion ended with each child writing the spelling of the word, murgi on the blackboard. The elders were to remain silent without passing any judgement until all the children had a chance. Much to the amusement of everyone around, including the children, we had 16 different spellings of the word, including, murugi, mugri, mugiri, mirgu, mugi, murga, margi, etc.  Keshav could be satisfied that his efforts did have some effect as the correct spelling was also there! 

Next we visited the class with the eldest children (14 to 16 years of age). These children were more sober in their welcome. This is the age when approval is most sought and disapproval most feared. Social Studies (History and Geography) was being taught, so we thought of discussing the same with the children. The knowledge of both the children and the teacher was very poor. The sad part is that their knowledge is poor at both local as well as national level. For instance, we asked the children to locate the four main metropolitans on the India map (which Keshav drew roughly on the board). The cities were all over the place. Only by chance after several attempts did Chennai reach South India, Mumbai touch the west coast, Kolkata move towards Bengal and Delhi arrived at its historical location. At the same time, the children could not locate their village (or Ranchi) on a map of Jharkhand. However, the children had a fair knowledge of the minerals found in Jharkhand. Iron was a quick response as the Tata industries are nearby. But the children knew about some other minerals too including copper, zinc and aluminum. They felt that these minerals are taken from Jharkhand by outsiders to develop their own region. 

After the classroom visits, I sat down for some more discussion with the headmaster. Two main issues that I brought up were child beating and tuition fees structure. On child beating, he first denied but later accepted that he and other teachers resort to beating the children. He said that without beating they can’t control the children and discipline them. I requested him to find alternative ways. I pointed out to him that getting work done by threat and fear may on the surface appear to work, but the work will be only as good as the little boy's nervous song. He laughed and said he'll remember the suggestion. 

Regarding fees structure, I asked him if they indeed expel students who don't pay fees. He said they do not, but he has to pretend that way to children to exhort fees from reluctant parents. Even then less and less fees has been coming in. I think this acts as deterrent for the poorest families to admit their children to this school if they know clearly that they cannot afford to pay any fees. 

As we were leaving the school, he requested me to visit more often and give more ideas and suggestions to the teachers and give tests to the children. He chided Keshav for not showing up for the last two to three months and asked him to come more regularly. 

* Adivasi - literally meaning the original inhabitants. This is a more preferrable word than the commonly used tribal. 

Chirudih village and school: 

Keshav and I stopped by at a roadside Dabha for a late lunch and bumped along the winding rural lanes onto Chirudih. Along the path I noticed stone quarrying on the hills and mud quarrying on the agricultural land. Mounting needs for sand and soil for brick kilns coupled with lack of water and other resources for farming has resulted in large scale quarrying of soil from agricultural land. This takes away valuable topsoil  making these lands permanently uncultivable. This damage is done throughout the state without a whimper. 

Chirudih is also an adivasi village. It has five tolas, namely, Chirudih, Pitaidih, Muchidih, Ganjudih and Jadadih. The villagers speak in Panch Paragania, the local language.  The nearest government school is in Mardhan, 2.5 km from Chirudih tola. Most children do not go to attend this school. 

Keshav has chosen to work independently in this village. Keshav plans to build an ashram in this village and live with his family in the ashram. The idea of the ashram has been with him for a long time and he has got many ideas about what activities to do in the ashram after visiting the Asha Lalpur Ashram. The villagers have promised him half-acre land for the ashram in the village commons. 

For the past two months (as of my visit date), he has been running a school here. Keshav runs his classes in what is meant to be the village PHC (*) building. The PHC has been non-functional for many years. Keshav plans to build a shed for the classes in the ashram land and then push the government to reopen the PHC. He says, "At least until then the PHC building is being used for the primary school." There is a small board outside that reads 

M.Aadarsha Vidya Mandir, Chirudih, Tamar 

Class - Nursery, L.K.G, U.K.G; Syllabus - CBSE, BSEB(**) 

Medium - English + Hindi 

In the attendance register, there are 74 children enrolled in LKG and 15 in UKG. The average attendance was about 45 children even as many children were becoming regular. This is a good achievement in 2 months time. With growing number of children, Keshav has recently employed a teacher, Sunila Nag, for whom he pays Rs.300 per month. According to Keshav, the key to success of a school is a healthy three-way link between teachers, students and guardians. He says in most schools the link between teachers and guardians is lacking. 

He also plans to promote the idea of home garden in Chirudih. The advantage will be each house will get vegetables for its home use. Keshav and his wife (a women's rights activist) have successfully tried this in their home. They have a home garden of 20 feet x 40 feet. This garden is watered by used water from the house. They usually do not buy vegetables from the market as the home garden meets all their needs. As a demo in Chirudih, he plans to set up a small garden in the school that the children and teachers will maintain. This will be a 10 feet x 10 feet plot. 

While discussing these at the PHC, Keshav had asked a couple of youth to bring the kids from Chirudih and nearby tolas. The children had assembled and were waiting for us in the open below a large banyan tree. The age group was between 4 to 9 years. 

Some of them had brought their books and notebooks thinking it was regular school. Keshav asked the children to spell or write words or give the word for a picture shown. 

The children did everything enthusiastically. They seated themselves in a row and in a orderly way they got up to answer each question and sat down. I recalled what the Barudih school headmaster had told me,"How can we control the children without beating." The truth as the children of Chirudih were demonstrating is that children need no controlling. There is an intrinsic sense of well-behavedness in all children. Gentle nudging, not violent beating and scolding is needed to lead the children along to develop this sense into a habit. 

There were also few older children who joined us. These were attending the government school in Mardhan. They were in 5th, 6th and 7th Std. When asked to read the 1st and 

2nd Std books these children simply could not read anything. Keshav whispered, "You see the state of government schools in our region ? What I've taught these small kids in 2 months, the government teachers have not taught in 5 years. The fact is there is no teaching going on in government schools here. The teachers feel no accountability to anyone. " 

Some children he was teaching also had difficulty to read. I suspect it had to do with their mother tongue being Panch Paragania and the reading material being in Hindi. Keshav says, "I do not even know their language well. I'm still learning. Even if I did, these children have to go to government school where they have to learn in Hindi. So, I can experiment teaching in their mother tongue only when I start a full-fledged school." 

*   PHC - Primary Health Center 

** L.K.G - Lower Kindergarten 

     U.K.G - Upper Kindergarten 

     CBSE - Central Board of Secondary Education 

     BSEB - Bihar School Examination Board 

Analysis and Suggestion 

About ROPA : 

ROPA is probably involved in some activities like forming self-help groups, but overall it did not give me an impression of an active social organization. More information about ROPA should be gathered before building long-term alliance. 

About the Barudih school and proposal: 

Efforts by Barudih to run a community school are commendable. The teachers too work with a clear sense of dedication. Asha's financial support to this school will be well deserved, particularly the teachers salaries and learning materials for the children. 

The funds to Barudih school can be sent through ROPA with Keshav being responsible for proper accounting. 

There are a few aspects of the school that need to be addressed. 

Firstly, the tuition fees is compulsory and this is discriminatory for children from poorer families. With Asha's support for teachers' salaries, such children should be allowed to join school without restriction. Also, the demand for fees from children has to be made based on their parental background. Threatening the child to bring fees will not yield any result if the parents are unable to pay. 

Secondly, not all children of the village are attending school. We need the detailed statistics on how many children are going to school, how many are not, their age, sex and socio-economic distribution. One of the long-term goals of Asha's involvement in this project should be to get all the children to school. 

Thirdly, the culture of disciplining the children by physical violence has to change. Alternative ways should be explored. 

Fourthly, Keshav should visit the Barudih school more regularly (say once a week) and spend time with both the children and the teachers. His visit will be valuable in improving the teaching quality in Barudih. If necessary, Keshav can be given a monthly honorarium as a teachers' trainer. 

About Keshav : 

Keshav, as Mahesh has identified, is an excellent candidate to spearhead Asha activities in Jharkhand. His focus is on grassroots activities with long-term commitment. Yet he is well informed about state-level and national level politics. He has himself spend time at Jadugoda and enquired with interest about the current status of the children and the JOAR(*) movement. Keshav himself is keen on participating in Asha activities. 

However, Keshav is currently working as a staff of ROPA. ROPA gives him organizational stability in local area which Asha cannot provide. Secondly, he is busy with his efforts to build the school and ashram in Chirudih. He may not be able to give much time for Asha at this time. 

Therefore, the current strategy should be to identify more individuals like Keshav in Jharkhand before beginning Asha activities there. In the meantime, Keshav should be put in touch with Asha Ballia, Varanasi and Katihar volunteers. He can also be invited to Asha project coordination and volunteers meetings. 

Finally, Asha could extend support, if needed, to Keshav for his activities in Chirudih. 

* JOAR - Jharkhandis Organisation Against Radiation, Jadugoda, East Singhbhum District, Jharkhand 

Contacts: 

ROPA (Rural Organisation for People's Advancement) 

School Address: 

Village Ragrabang 

P.O. Barudih, Tamar P.S. 

District Ranchi, Jharkhand - 835225 

Coordinating Office: 

 C/o Shubodh Medical Store 

 Block Road Raidih 

 P.O+P.S Tamar 

 District Ranchi - 835225 

 Phone: (06530) 72527 (near ROPA's office, ask for Raju, P.P) 

 Contact person: Mahiram Mahato 

 Keshav Mahato 

 Phone: (06530) 22736 (ask for Keshav or leave message) 

Asha Chicago Project Contact: 

 Rajeev Ranjan 

 Phone: 1 - 847 279 1606 

 Email: rranjan1@yahoo.com
