	CHARBAGH SCHOOL AT RAILWAY STATION


Got off the train this morning to be greeted by Shiv, a friend of Ajeet from Guria. Shiv is an advocate in Lucknow High Court. I asked my escort Shiv to just wait until Sonia showed up. In a few minutes I got a call from Sandeep (just focused on logistics, insisting that I stay with Ashok Jain's home, which I declined three times). Momentarily Sonia turned up. She is twentyfour, dressed in a bright new green salwar-kameez. She spoke to me mostly in Hindi. The railway track was noisy with announcements blaring and diesels tooting. So I might have missed some essentials that Sonia was trying to impress me with. Sonia speaks high-speed Hindi and also has torrents that pour out when she talks. I understand slow Hindi. I know I missed a lot.

The platform #9 was 3 platforms away from the one I landed in. Madhav carried one of my bags, Shiv the other, I carried my backpack and daybag, as we walked to the end of the platform, sweet-talked past the ticketless-traveling inspector (none of the three had platform tickets). Then we crossed tracks and mounted up the platform. Needless to say I took the hand of assistance that was offered to pull me up. 
I saw about 10 kids on the platform and clearly some kind of classwork was being conducted. Of the kids I saw, two seemed to be scrawny pre-schoolers; three seemed to me working teenagers who were doubling as teachers and students. Among them there was none that made me think they were regulars in school. A fresh batch of notebooks had been issued for this occasion. There was some writing on the first page of the notebooks and the kids were scribbling on the same page. Some had Hindi, some had English, some had drawing. It certainly looked the result of some decentralized process as each notebook had something different.

Sonia, visibly nervous about this encounter, proceeded to describe what she has done and what she would like to do. It was clear to me she was trying to make a good impression. I am also wanting to take away a good impression. So we are cooperating in that.  

Charbagh is the locale of the railway station. Here attendance varies between 20, 10, 8, 5 or even 2 some days. Six days a week (except Sunday) Sonia teaches here, from 10 to 12. About 90 minutes is studies, the last 30 min is play, singing etc. Sonia has to go roundup the kids to come to class. She does this by crossing the tracks and bringing kids and depositing them and then going for more. The older kids are pressed into service for the roundup or whatever other service the school needs.

Her teaching method includes the usual, rote learning, activities in the school and occasional field trips (like the trip to the zoo in January; one to the Science Museum being planned for April or May).

There has been prep for this site visit (since my visit was pre-announced and was not "surprise" as in Site Visit guidelines) and certain elements were "staged" for a visitor. I needed some corroboration. Shiv, my escort, was dispatched and he talked to a couple of vendors and coolies. He could find no corroboration - that is, none of those vendors and coolies seemed to remember this school on earlier days. Perhaps this is genuinely the lack of awareness of the vendors. I can only relate to you my activities and observations. There is no method of corroboration available to me. I have to trust what I am shown ("what is happening today") and what I am told (about "what happens on other days"). 

No room can be found in the station to house the school. Rain and heat are factors that both disrupt the conduct of the school and influence attendance. Motivation is quite low.
I asked Sonia that I go meet the head of the Railway Station (she mentioned a name I could not catch) - she told me that there would be no use. I asked her what further help I could be while I am here and also what further help AshaAZ could offer her. She said she was grateful for the help/finances given already and she no request to transmit at this time. I told her that the people of ASHA-AZ would be delighted with periodic reports about the work and also about finances. She said that she would be diligent in sending quarterly reports (Sandeep helped her with the Jan-Mar report; so the next one should cover Apr-June).
I requested her to bring me a statement of finances received and expenditures, plus funds remaining when she would come in the afternoon. She agreed. Later when she brought it, it was a printout of the mail sent by Sandeep about the Jan-Mar activities. 

I was told that after we had left Charbagh, some of the regular students had shown up, as is their habit - they come and go as they please.

I then ask Shiv to take me to a hotel, where I can deposit my bags, shower and get a couple of hours rest - the train ride was far too uncomfortable - being a sitting chair coach and my bags could not fit on the overhead - my backpack and day bag were both on my lap for 5 hours. I called Sonia from the hotel and told her where I was (Hotel Gomti - recommended - good value for the price). She told me to be ready at 3.30pm - the plan was to visit Inder Nagar (Springdale school) and Nadwa College school.

Sonia teaches all three schools. She has assistance in the Springdale and Nadwa locations. She is paying the assistants - but one of them was "new" and she said she was looking at how they work before agreeing on pay. Sandeep/Sonia report earlier furnished basic information about class sizes and activities and names of teachers.

Listening to Sonia, I realize that this is a moving picture - the details keep changing day by day. The environment and the nature of the work (really difficult work) does not offer the predictability - hence no orderly expenditures or plans for spending are in place.

SPRINGDALE

About 40 students. Springdale college (in A-Block) has given ASV two rooms for their use. Kids are living in the slums; parents (Dalits) are Kabadis (gathering paper and discarded materials for reselling). B-block kids have to cross a busy road with a median divider to come to school. The staff facilitates crossing the street at the closing of school. There some teaching materials in the classroom (Charts hung by the blackboard; notebooks).

I find the students are spirited, cheerful, playful, curious about my camera, eager to see pictures in replay mode. They sing a song of cooperation ("Saath me khaylen, Saath me khayen") and another about Hindu-Muslim unity ("Mandir, Masjid" etc). Remember Lucknow is access point to Ayodhya.

I find out names of several students and take their picture. Corroboration time: I ask several if they came to school yesterday. They say yes.  I ask them who was the teacher yesterday. They say "didi".

The play area that is part of Springdale college is being demolished; on that ground new classrooms are being built. The main campus of Springdale college is on the opposite side of a quiet road.

Amit Sinha, one of the assistants, twentythree, talked to me. He was thinking about greater purpose in life. Reading up on philosophy, social workers and so on. One day he saw the article about Sonia in HT and next morning he rode to the station and met with Sonia. That was in October and he has been assisting in the Springdale school since then. Later Sonia talks to me about her criteria for selecting assistants. Only those with a passion for teaching and commitment to the cause; not just those coming for a job. She insists that when the money dries up, the school must go on.

NADWA

I rode in the back of Sonia's "scooty" - Sonia kindly drove very carefully and calmly. I enjoyed the breeze as we drove the final approach to Nadwa - a dirty river to our left. Nadwa College campus, a white marvelous building with Islamic architecture, came up on the right. We continued driving past that college and presently Sonia slowed down and pulled off to the left side of the road. As I dismounted, I noticed the river bed, mostly dry, which housed a medium sized slum. I was apprised that dwellers there were mostly cutting stone (called Sil) and the rest were pickers (kabadi).

Students had assembled in an open area; a couple of volunteers were prepping them. As Sonia and I approached them they raised a chorus and then we exchanged Namaste's all around. I was treated to some songs, some solo and some in chorus. Some elements of “staging” were there, but not very significant.
In my perception, clothing, basic hygiene and health care appear to be needs that outweigh education of “subjects” here. The bastee huts are surrounded by heaps of rotting matter; kids appear naked, semi-clothed, clothed in perennial clothes, runny noses, skin afflictions and also some with surface wounds. Unlike the Springdale children who carried smiles, happiness and hope in their faces, Nadwa children are sunken, listless. This is very difficult environment in which to work.
About 80 children have come to class over these months. Attendance is very variable. Parents and children have little motivation about coming to school. The school needs 'hooks' to catch them. Several parents had gathered to witness the “spectacle” (Tamasha) – as this baboon with a digital camera was frolicking amidst them. My conversations with parents were non-engaging. No motivation for the school. About half the children that had come for the photo-opp were not attending school. They say they do not attend school and say this with no remorse, just matter of fact.
Bottomline: Sonia is passionate about the work she is doing. She started this work before tagging up with Sandeep. Since the article appeared in HT she has developed more support (some financial, but mostly volunteers) both from the public and from Asha Ashram. After a period of actively engaging in new starts (new projects), she is now committing to focus on three ongoing efforts and to turn them into successes. Recruitment and retention of children are two significant challenges. Healthcare seems to be one of the possible hooks.

THOUGHTS ABOUT HEISENBERG EFFECT

While becoming acutely aware of the elements that appear staged for my benefit, another line of thought actually dominated the latter part of my site visit. That is the extent to which I could not become a fly on the wall and observe the situation undisturbed. The instinct to prepare and the sincere wish to project a positive image - as Sonia exhibited - is just the first ripple. At Springdale I noticed two further ripple effects of my visit. 

First was the very presence of a "foreigner" with a camera in hand esp. with one with an LCD viewfinder - the children and even bystanders end up posing and sometimes shoving, falling wanting to be in a picture. So my presence itself was disruptive of both the normal course of activities and attracts many who are not usually participants in the school.
The other ripple effect was that word about a foreigner had been circulated. In Springdale, many new children from B-Block had come for the day - attendance had surged - Amit Sinha today enrolled several new students - noting down their names and encouraging them to come again and to come everyday. At Nadwa, parents who had shown no interest in earlier school sessions now had gathered around. So possibly "celebrity" visits would suggest itself as a way to enlist new students to come attend. All in all, I left with much learning, but certainly under no illusion that I had seen what happens there on an ordinary day.
