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RTI and MDM
The Mid Day Meal monitoring scheme is run by Asha to monitor the effectiveness with which the scheme is being implemented in government schools of Bihar and UP. We support 6 monitors currently in the state of UP. They monitor schools in three districts – Hardoi, Banaras and Chandauli. These districts were chosen according to increasing levels of difficulty anticipated in handling them. Chandauli is the most remote of the three and is naxal infested. In the past years, teacher attendance has been low in these schools since the teachers were hired in Banaras and were asked to go there and teach. To avoid their responsibilities, most teachers used to file indefinite leave applications. Local teachers are being hired to remedy the problem now.
The MDM project had set a goal of monitoring these selected schools for 1 year. Currently we are in the 7th month of the project. Each of the monitors monitor 5 schools each in a week. At the end of 6 months, the MDM monitors were shuffled around and assigned different sets of schools. Each departing monitor was also asked to fill a survey questionnaire that recorded his assessment of the changes observed in the school over the course of the 6 months that he spent there. 

We met with 4 monitors from the Chandauli and Banaras districts during our visit. They shared their experiences about the state-of-affairs in the schools when their monitoring began. Food used to be made out in the open and the cooking was suspended when the weather was not favorable. In the monsoon season, this was often the case. In some schools, the cooking stove was intentionally placed close to the wall where the daily menu was printed. The aim was to blacken the wall bearing the menu by the smoke from the stove. In other schools, schoolchildren were employed to help cook the food. The monitors have intervened to check these practices. In their monitoring visit, they check if the food being prepared according to the menu and monitor its quality. They also promote awareness about general cleanliness (eg washing hands before meals). If there are problems or complaints, they meet with the Village Pradhan to discuss. In addition, they hold meetings with the BDO (Block development Officer) if the MDM money does not arrive on time as well. (The MDM money is distributed monthly. In addition, the rations for school meals are also distributed on a monthly basis. Currently, the government allocates Rs. 2.08/day per student for the MDM scheme). 

On the whole, there is a significant improvement in the quality of food and the general performance of the MDM scheme particularly in 26 of 30 schools being monitored. The 4 schools that still underperform are in the challenging district of Chandauli. The two monitors assigned there are Jay Prakash and Vijay. Since both of them are a part of local awareness groups – Varun and Village Laborer Union respectively – they can ask questions about the quality of food and state of the school without getting snubbed by the school authorities. Mr Jay Prakash mentioned some of the outstanding problems in the schools under his purview. The school at Visweshwarpur has not had any food rations since last December. A RTI has been filed to investigate. Similarly, the teacher assigned to the ‘Abnganbadi’ has not been showing up. An RTI has been filed to the office of the Block Development Offer to enquire how many teachers have been allotted by the govt. and their names. This will help further cross-check the presence/absence of personnel. The 5 schools currently under Mr. Jay Prakash can be listed in terms of decreasing  level of improvement as follows – Devduttpur,  Jaimohani, Manjhgaanv, Janakpur and Visheshwarpur. 
In the Banaras district, the two monitors, both by the name of Ashok, cited several improvements over the last 7 months of monitoring. Since the schools are in the Banaras district, the proximity factor makes the monitoring more effective. All schools in this district are in a good shape in terms of the MDM scheme. The schools in the Hardoi district are also faring well because of a strong presence of Asha in that district. Hardoi is the home district of Sandeep Pandey and his influence has helped bring a much greater amount of awareness about such schemes amongst the people. As a result, villagers actively monitor these schemes along with the Asha appointed volunteers. 
To make sure that the MDM scheme and its provisions are known by one and all, Asha has developed flyers which list the salient points of the MDM scheme on one side and of the ‘Anganbadis’ on the other side. These flyers are distributed to all households around in the surrounding areas of the schools. Since the election season is currently on, awareness and propaganda about these schemes is also being spread through the political machinery. 

Each village primary school also has an education committee that has been given special powers by the government. Unfortunately in many cases, the committee is loosely formed with little or no knowledge of the powers they have. Most of the time, RTI applications have to be filed by the monitors to find the names of the committee members only after which they can be made aware of their roles and responsibilities.

However, there are still some problems that need to be addressed. One of them is the indirect theft of food rations. This theft is practiced by inflating the number of children enrolled at the beginning of the year’s session. The additional funds thus received are then split amongst the 5 village officers.  These 5 village officers are – Village Pradhan, Village Development Officer, Land Records Keeper, Primary School Principal and the Ration Shop Head. These five office bearers control the administrative lifeline of the village. In many villages, they team up which often leads to rampant corruption. 
Another issue is In terms of self sustainability. Only 15 out of the 30 schools that we monitor seem in a position to continue with the improvements that the monitors will have brought by the end of the year’s engagement.  Vallabh Bhai and the monitors attribute this to the lack of individuals in the surrounding villages who have risen in support of the efforts and improvements to the schools. We discussed that the focus in the remaining 3 months should be to find people who will help support the initiative even after we leave. Since the monitors belong to local groups themselves, they should work actively with these groups to find such individuals. Additionally, when new schools to be monitored are chosen next year, an attempt will be made to keep the unsustainable ones en route to the new schools. This may allow the monitors to visit them once in a while even after the end of the one year. 
Aasra Seva Sansthan
We run two non-formal education centers and support teachers in 3 primary schools as part of the Aasra project.

Mankaiyyan

We began our trip by visiting the NFE at Mankaiyyan where Asha has provided support to construct a concrete structure. It is covered structure open from all 4 sides (see pic1). It has been built in an area surrounded by trees which keeps it shaded. The children comprise of kids of varying ages. The classes are held for 2 hours either after the government schools gets over or in the morning before the schools starts. Earlier the classes were held in the open and hence were subject to the weather. The covered structure helps but the unfortunate downside is that it cannot accommodate all the students on days when there is almost full attendance. Usha Ji maintains an attendance register and a library register (see pic2). The library register tracks the story books she issues to children who can read. For want of a better location, the library is housed in Ajay Patel’s house. There, the teachers meet weekly to discuss the progress of their schools and also pick up a week’s worth of books from the library.  
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When asked, children expressed a desire for dresses and school bags. Vallabh Bhai and Ajay mentioned that last year, school dresses were provided only to children that were extremely poor and could not afford them. However, this de-motivated the other students. They recommended that in the future, we should target all students together even if it means reducing the frequency of such items. According to the current plan, the NFE at Mankaiyyan is scheduled to be closed in December after which the children will be shifted to the local primary school for good. Usha Ji, expressed her desire to still work for Asha even after the NFE is closed. Vallabh Bhai assured her that she will be engaged in some other activity soon after. 
In addition to the school, Ajay Patel and his team also support the village by filing RTIs for the villagers. At the time of our visit, a village pond was being developed under the NREGA scheme (pic 3). Around 180 people including many women were working daily at the pond site. The workers were being paid Rs 100/day. In addition, as specified by the NREGA scheme, a handicapped lady had been given employment to provide water to the workers. Another woman took care of the children of working parents. Both were being given the same stipend as the workers. 
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Mushahar Community

The Mushahar community is one of the poorest and most-oppressed communities in India. They are spread across many states in northern India, with 33 lakhs of them in UP alone. The Mushahar community in Mankaiyyan consists of 20-22 families including 9 children (pic 4). Their principal occupation is the collection of leaves to make ‘leaf-plates’ which are sold at extremely low rates to the rest of the villagers. 
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The community suffers widespread discrimination and is frequently forced to vacate the land that they occupy. The Mushahar community of Mankaiyyan has been displaced 14 times in the recent years. However, the land that they occupy now has been allotted to them legally. This land is in the outskirts of the village. Ajay Patel and Aasra have worked with the community to get them registered as residents of the village. This allows them to get ration cards and open bank accounts (pic 5). This also allows the community to avail the benefits of the ‘Indra Vikas Yojna’ which allocates land and money for building housing on the land for such marginalized communities. 
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Bricks and building materials were present at the time of our visit which was going to be used to build a total of 3 houses. In spite of a few positives, the situation of the Mushahars is still very grim. The Gram Panchayat, corruptly, took away around Rs 10,000 of the Rs 35,000 allocated for the house building activity. We met a Mushahar by the name of Mr. Hare Ram, who after completed his graduation, a very rare feat for someone in the community, was now working to improve the conditions of his community. He has a greater appeal within the mushahar community which he uses to his advantage in spreading awareness about the rights and privileges that the community can avail from the government. 
Ajay Patel also introduced us to a family of children whose parents had recently died. These kids along with three children of HIV infected parents are potential subjects for starting our ‘support a child’ initiative in Asha Philadelphia (pic 6). We discussed with Ajay Ji that we will need a close monitoring of the children’s progress if any of them is selected in the ‘support a child’ campaign. 
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The sewing center in Mankaiyyan was started by the efforts of Aasra and Asha a few years back. Since then, it has shown steady progress in terms of attendance and output. We were pleased to note that the center has become self-sustainable by now (pic 7). The teacher’s fees (Rs 2500/month) are covered by the money earned through student fees and the work that the center does. Currently 18-19 students are enrolled in the program. The program runs 6 days a week for 6 months. The center charges Rs. 50 for admission and Rs. 60/month as fees. There is one instructor at present. The center teaches skills to work on most types of attire, other than pants and shirts. The center is run in their own shed which is fully covered. However, there are no lights in the shed so the class timings are restricted by daylight. The classes run from 9am till noon. 
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Other than Mankaiyyan, we made visits to Nayapur (pic 8) and Kharagrampur, 2 of the 3 primary schools of where Aasra teachers teach along with the govt. appointed teachers. We reached Nayapur a little before the lunch hour and were glad to see that the food had been prepared according to the assigned menu. Afsari Bano, the Aasra appointed teacher teaches the 3rd standard which has class strength of around 60 students. She uses the training she has received through ‘Eklavya’ classes and offers her suggestions to improve teaching to the other teachers as well. The attendance on the day of our visit was low but the teachers assured us that it was mostly due to ‘Holi’ holidays that had just ended the day before. The school enrolls close to 250 students. The school building has 5 rooms dedicated to classes. There is a separate toilet for men and women. However, they are kept locked and are only allowed to be used by the teaching staff and not the children. Children use the open fields that surround the school for their nature calls. The teaching staff justifies it by pointing out that since there is no direct water supply in the toilets, they can’t possibly handle the student load and stay clean. Overall, though there are 5 govt. appointed teachers in the school, one of them is regularly absent and another is on maternity leave. That leads to an extra load on the teachers that come to teach regularly.


The school at Kharagrampur enrolls close to 380 students (Pic 9). Pratibha Ji is the Aasra appointed teacher in this school. She teaches the 3rd standard as well which has class strength of around 40 students. As the general elections in the country approach, politicians are trying to make last ditch efforts to improve the conditions of these schools beginning with new teacher appointments. As a result, in Kharagrampur there are now a total of 6 teachers with the most recent being hired on Feb 10th. We met with the school principal who showed us the 6 rooms dedicated for classes. We were told that infrastructure has ceased to be an issue in the govt. schools nowadays. The biggest challenge is the availability of motivated teachers.  Just like in Nayapur, there were separate toilets in this school but were open only to the teaching staff. 




We were not able to visit the NFE at Jogapur or the primary school at Kansraipur. In the former, we support a teacher and provide necessary school supplies. In the primary school at Kansraipur, we support two teachers. Nevertheless, we were able to meet the teachers at Ajay Patel’s house, later in the day, during a meeting of all Aasra supported school teachers. We were told that the shed at Jogapur is still under construction. Currently the NFE supports 25 students, all belonging to the Mushahar community. As has been the plan for quite some time, the students will be shifted to the local primary schools this July. We were requested to support the cost of clothes for all the students at the school. Manju Ji of the Kansraipur mentioned that there are currently 4 teachers in the school, two supported by Aasra and two hired by the government. She highlighted that an active library system was running in the school with children requesting books by themselves. She keeps track of the All of the teachers voiced the need of more educational aids in the schools which, in their opinions, increased an interest in school amongst children. In addition, sports supplies were also requested by most. 
Pic 1: NFE at Mankaiyyan





Pic 2: Library Register and the children at Mankaiyyan





Pic 3: Pond development through NREGA





Pic 4: Members of the Mushahar community in Mankaiyyan





Pic 5: Bank Passbook and Ration Card








Pic 6: Support-A-Child Candidates





Pic 7: Sewing Center at Mankaiyyan





Pic 8: The primary school and the teachers at Nayapur





Pic 9: The primary school at Kharagrampur








