Asha Samajik Vidyalaya, Gonwara, Bihar
Answers

Community related questions: 
1. Is the project supported by the community?
(a) The villagers are extending their full cooperation to Manoj and his team members (Rajesh, Sikander, Ashok) in their endeavor to improve the conditions of this community. In fact, they helped build the hut structure (made out of hay) for the Gonwara education center. This year the hut structure was destroyed because of a thunderstorm and the villagers took the responsibility to build it again so that children could go to the center regularly.
(b) During floods in the summer/monsoon of 2007, ASV members and a group of 10 volunteers from the affected villages worked together to help around 400 to 500 people suffering from diarrhea and other health problems during the floods. 
(c) This year, ASV members conducted (still continuing) a survey of the villages which are badly affected by floods in order to prepare a list of things that will be needed to deal with the floods this year (example, food, medicines, plastic sheets). People from the villages also helped them in collecting this information.

(d) This project is in the process of starting a “sewing training center” for young girls in the near future. The teacher is from the community itself. And, a group of 2-3 girls have taken the responsibility to motivate, publicize and gather at least 20-30 girls so that the first group can begin as soon as possible. 
2. In what way were they addressing this problem/issue, before the project? 

Asha Samajik Vidyalaya was started in December 2005 by Manoj Kumar who had spent two years working with the Asha Ashram at Lalpur, Lucknow (Uttar Pradesh). In August 2004, he came back to his village in Samastipur because of illhealth. During his stay in his village (Mahe) and interactions with people of Musahar and Chamar communities (marginalized communities) in Gonwara, he realized the need to use education as a tool to spread awareness about government facilities, raise issues of child labor, exploitation, low income etc. As a starting point, he set up the informal education center in Gonwara with just 10-15 children. The children who come to the Gonwara center are the first generation school-goers from the community in Gonwara. So ASV is really the first education initiative of its kind that has been taken up in the Gonwara area. Again, it is the first initiative in the Gonwara area which has taken up the Right to Information related activities and is spreading awareness on various issues (a) the ration system (b) right to education, education related schemes for the kids (for example, mid day meal), (c) and is also helping villagers to develop job cards under the national rural employment guarantee program. It is also one of the first initiatives in which all the members belong to the communities themselves (and also belong to the backward castes themselves). And this provides an example and helps mobilize other young members in the community as well. 
3. Is the project run by the people from community? Do they have involvement from organizations that reside outside the community, possibly in neighboring cities/villages? 

Yes as has been mentioned in Qs2 all four members of ASV belong to the nearby regions and also belong to different backward communities themselves. 
ASV works closely with Asha Kashi on different Right to Information related activities. It also took help and guidance from the members of an organization called “Local Governance” regarding the management of floods related to health conditions. It also participated in a mass flood meeting which was organized by Local Governance to create a forum where affected people, bureaucrats, government officials etc could draw out a plan to help deal with the problems created due to floods every year. ASV members also participate in conferences and seminars organized by other NGOs or education institutions (for example, IIT Kanpur) to learn more about flood control, creative methods of teaching etc. Currently, Manoj is also in touch with the member of an organization in Patna in order to prepare for 2-day exposure camp to Patna for the children in Gonwara, Mahe and Dengrahi centers.
4. Is there involvement from the local women in the project? Is there involvement from local students who have passed high school or some similar equivalent?
Yes as has been mentioned in Qs.1. Women from the community help in building the school structure and are also helping to organize a group of girls for the “sewing center”. The teacher for this center is also from the community itself (Mahe village). Sudhaji, who is the Anganwadi teacher, has also joined the Gonwara center. She is also from the same region.

All four members of ASV are high school graduates and are from the same region. Some of the youth had helped the project during the flood work last year but have left for the cities because of employment. ASV members are currently in the process of mobilizing the youth in the community to help them with the project.

5. What is the approach taken by the project to address the issue? Is there a sense in which you can describe why they felt that was the approach to be taken? As examples, reasons could span viability, community interest, organizational strength, etc. 
The communities in the region where ASV is working generally belong to the backward/marginalized castes (for example, Harijan, Kumahar, Musahar, Chamar). A majority of men work in brick kilns and women work as agricultural labourers. Children also work in the brick kilns and agricultural fields. Thus the major issues in the area are untouchability, exploitation, poverty, lack of education and consequent lack of awareness. Manoj who belongs to this area himself had been an Asha volunteer and recognized the potential of education as a tool to raise community’s awareness about government programs, raise the issue of child labor, raise consciousness about their rights (including right to information). The vision of ASV is to initiate a people’s movement (Jan Andolan) whereby such marginalized communities can fight for their own rights and improve their conditions. Because of this reason, ASV has adopted the approach of community involvement and community organization. The community members help in the construction of the school structure, they send their children to the education centers, they also take interest in how the children are doing, some women also come to the school to learn how to sign, they help in organizing the flood related activities etc – all these are examples of the fact that the community is interested in the work of ASV and they like the approach which involves them as partners in the programs that are taken up.
Project related questions:
1. What are the focus areas for the project? 

· To create an interest in education and help the children in the marginalized communities to become part of the regular schooling system with the help of informal centers like ASV. 

· To enroll the students in Gonwara to the government schools so that they can use government facilities like scholarships, mid day meals and free books. 
· To use education as a tool to spread awareness about government facilities; raise issues of child labor, exploitation, low income etc.; and raise consciousness among the community members about their right to information.
· To help develop a mechanism by which the community people are better able to face the problems caused by floods every year (for example, providing medications in time etc)

· To motivate the local youth to work with their communities by setting an example. 

2. How did the chapter came to know about the project? What is the chapters interest in deciding to fund this project? 

The project proposal was sent to the Philadephia chapter by Sandeep Pandey (in early 2006). 
The Philadelphia chapter focuses on funding projects that (a) work in the poor and remote regions of the country (b) work with extremely marginalized communities (c) are started by people who belong to the community (d) that have community support (including women) (e) take a broad perspective on education (for example, right to information activities), rather than just focusing on literacy. This project is a great example of how all these criteria can converge. It is a project which has been showing constant progress and expansion. It has: (a) expanded from 15 students in 2005 to almost 100 students/3 centers in 2008 (b) expanded from one member to five members (including Sudhaji) and (c) has been actively involved in Right to Information activities and (d) and according to the latest site report, the community people recognize the important role being played by ASV members. 

These are some of the reasons why we want to continue funding this project.  
3. Are there related areas or concerns this project addresses or impacts other than the primary reason stated above? 
Yes. The related reasons are as follows.

· To use education as a tool to spread awareness about government facilities; raise issues of child labor, exploitation, low income etc.; and raise consciousness among the community members about their right to information.
· To help develop a mechanism by which the community people are better able to face the problems caused by floods every year (for example, providing medications in time etc)

· To motivate the local youth to work with their communities by setting an example. 

4. How many site visits have been done with the project? 

2 site visits. One was done in April 2008 (8-11th April) by Govind from Asha Kashi. 
5. Has the involvement of the chapter grown over the years and can you describe that experience?
The chapter has been funding this project since July 2006. Within the span of two years the Philadelphia chapter’s involvement has grown in following ways (Some examples):
· Expansion of funding

· Regular communication with the project and help and guidance with new initiatives like – the sewing center, library program, Bal melas, health camps.

· Initiating discussion and expanding collaboration between ASV and other groups. For example, Philadelphia chapter took the help and guidance of the members of the organization called Local Governance (for flood related activities) to help the ASV members in their flood management work. 

· Discussion of teaching methods and opportunities for developing creative teaching methods 
· Development of a Pen Pal program. We recently (April) had an event in which Asha members and other university students made cards for the kids, wrote letter to them, made multiplication tables etc for the kids. I (project co-steward) is going to India in a few days and will take these things for the project.
· We are in the process of setting up a teleconference between Asha Philly members and teachers and students at the ASV project. 

6. Was the chapter involved in any role in guiding or discussing the approach to address the problem/issue along with the project partner?

The Philly chapter has been actively involved in the work of the project. Some examples are:
· It has been discussing and trying to find out resources for training of teachers so that they can teach the kids using different creative methods.
· It is also planning an initiative which will help in getting books with pictures etc. from the local schools in Patna. One of our volunteers is from Patna and he is organizing this initiative.

· It has been regularly communicating with the project on different initiatives like – Bal Mela, library program, health camps for children. 
· It has also been discussing and planning (with ASV) to implement the suggestions proposed in the latest site report. For example, including children in discussions with parents.

· Helping plan the Patna exposure trip.

Given that children who come to the Gonwara center are first generation school goers, the emphasis is on making education an important part of their everyday life, and give them opportunities for seeing the world outside their areas. Thus, other than just class room activities, we are also emphasizing on training for teachers, organizing programs like Bal melas, library programs, health camps, exposure trips.  
WAH related questions: 
1. What does the chapter see as WAH's role in funding and sustaining the project? 
WAH can play an important role in helping to expand the project – infrastructure, more centers in different areas, more teachers, more sewing centers for girls etc. Once the project enhances its visibility in the area it will attract local youth (who have gone to schools) from the community as well as from the nearby areas. This in itself can begin the process of sustainability of such initiatives.   
2. How does the chapter view WAH's role in funding the project affecting chapter's future relation with the project? Will it provide the much needed boost in infrastructure development? Will it help them increase visibility for the project? etc.  
The WAH funding will help provide the funds to expand the project – infrastructure, and expanding the flood related activities of the project.

The Philly chapter feels that in addition to the funding aspect of WAH, the designation of ASV as a WAH project will give it the much needed visibility. In our interaction with the ASV members it is clear that they are always eager to communicate about their work and look at us as friends, motivators, partners etc. The more the volunteers who contact them, the more encouraged and motivated they feel (I can provide their letters if needed). In fact, Manoj recently enrolled himself in a computer course so that we could be in constant touch with us and also use the internet to expand his knowledge base and find ways to expand his work. If ASV is taken up as a WAH project it will be a great boost for this young group of workers. The visibility will provide them with more friends and greater motivation, encouragement and energy to continue their work with enthusiasm. Also the publicity will help them publicize about their project and build collaboration with both regional and national level organizations. These partnerships can in turn also open their channels for other sources of funding – whether government or private. 
The Philadelphia chapter has over the past two years developed a strong bond with this project and its team members. It has regularly been in touch with its team members and has also started a Pen Pal program with the kids. I (project steward) also plan on visiting the project during my visit to India in a couple of days. The chapter is heavily invested in this project and will continue to work with our project partner with complete dedication – even if a major part of the funds are provided through WAH.  

3. Is there something unique about this project that WAH should take note of? Only as examples, does it deal with children of sex workers, or with communities affected by AIDS, etc. 

The project is unique in the sense that it is working with children who are first generation school goers and is in a way trying to open a new world for these children. The project is for the people from marginalized communities and is run by the people from the same communities. It works with the philosophy of community organization and goes beyond the traditional notion of education (just literacy) and emphasizes on using education as a tool to raise consciousness among the community members about their rights (including right to information) as a way to improve their conditions.
This project takes a collaborative approach and partners with different organization in its attempts to take up new programs or deal with existing/continuous problems like floods. This is important and suggests that it is thinking broadly with the perspective of long term sustainability of its activities. 

It is a wonderful example of how people from different parts of the world, different communities, and different education levels can all come together and find a common platform to discuss, negotiate, improve and develop initiatives to bring change in the lives of underprivileged communities. It can be showcased as a beautiful example of what Asha stands for.
4. For projects that have submitted expenses of re-occuring nature for WAH; how does the chapter intent to support the project in following years?

Philadelphia chapter will prepare annual fund raising plans and try and raise the funds required in future years. For example, we started off the marathon program last year. In the mean time it will also encourage the project partner to expand its collaboration with other organizations.
