Hello WAH Team:

Navsarjan has contributed 4 success stories. While the language of these stories can be crisper, I have chosen not to do so to preserve the spirit of the story. Here are my observations:
1st story: Vaniya Laxmiben Mafatlal. More focus on vocational education and poor socio-economic background. It is not a good candidate to be published.
2nd story: Lakhan Surekhaben Ratanbhai. Good story to be published.

3rd story: Kalotra Geetaben Sagrambhai. Good story to be published.
4th story: Take children seriously. This story is too focused on caste-based discrimination. It is not a good candidate to be published.

Please use your editorial discretion to select the story. I am happy to request more stories from Navsarjan that focus more on Children’s Village Libraries or Drama Competition.
Thank you.

Regards, Maulik (Project Steward) 

Stories for WAH
We are happy to share three stories of three young girls from diverse social backgrounds from our vocational school : A Dalit, A Tribal and a non-Dalit and one story from the Navsarjan residential primary school. 

1. Vaniya Laxmiben Mafatlal : Age 18 

[image: image1.jpg]


My name is Laxmi and I belong to a small village called Soyla. My father had education up to grade 10 but my mother has never been to School. I am the eldest of three children in the family. My father is a small farmer owning 1.5 bigha of land (3600 sq meters) and he runs a public distribution shop in the village. I have just appeared for the 12th grade exams and awaiting results. At home I was earning some money by making henna designs for the customers a skill I had learnt myself. I remembered one of the visiting teacher in our school who had advised us to make proper use of time. I felt that since I had three months of time between the completed exams and next academic year, I should make proper use of time. I was not satisfied with my own henna skill and felt that if I learnt it well, I can attract more customers and earn better. A girl who has married in my village had completed her training at DSK (Dalit Shakti Kendra or Navsarjan’s vocational school) and on her recommendation I decided to join DSK for the training of a beautician. 

I liked that there was daily activity of physical exercise in DSK which has helped me. I have crooked legs and Martinbhai noticed and advised me to improve my walking style. Nobody in my family had ever noticed that. I like the prayer activity. At DSK I was taught about the sexual health and reproduction a subject that even my mother had not taught me at home. Here at DSK I met Tribal girls who had traveled as far as 350 Kilometers to come to DSK and some of them have pursued their further studies after 12th. Their stories motivated me. In my community, Dalits,  girls are married off at a very early age. After coming to DSK I have decided to pursue my further studies and not to marry until I am 25. I am confident that I can convince my parents about my decision and I want to bring my younger sister to DSK.

When my father got the license for PDS shop almost for six month, the people from other non-Dalit castes never came to our shop to buy their rations on account of untouchability but since they had no other option now they come. Even today in my village the hawkers who come to sell food items are prevailed upon by the non-Dalit community not to sell their items to Dalits first else they will be polluted. 

I learnt that ten days ago my cousin brother's wife has given birth to a daughter and I came to know that all the relatives were crying since a girl was born, After going home I want to first meet my relatives and tell them that daughters are as important as boys. Earlier I was very nervous asking question especially about health but after coming to DSK I am not. I have noticed here at DSK that the head of the organization though a very knowledgeable person treats all of us with love and equality. How can therefore others in my village treat me as an inferior to them? At home my my father always advised me not to waste food but I did not take it seriously but at DSK I learnt the importance of it. 

2. Lakhan Surekhaben Ratanbhai: Age 17
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My name is Surekhaben and I belong to a small village called Rohiyad Jungle and it is located in the hilly forest region of extreme south of Gujarat and I belong to Tribal family. Both my parents have never gone to school. I am the youngest in the family and have one elder brother and sister who studies up to grade 10. Hence I am the most educated in my family or past generations! My father is a farmer but I do not know how much land he has. I only remember that our family income in the government records have been noted as Rs. 12,000 ($200) per annum.

I have appeared for the examination of grade 12 and I am awaiting results. There is a lady called Bhavnaben who had come to meet us in our boarding school and she recommended us to come to DSK. She told us that DSK (Dalit Shakti Kendra or Navsarjan’s vocational school) does not only teach a vocational course but helps students overcome personal difficulties and grow into confident persons. Hence I came here to DSK.

I like the activity of evening prayer the most at DSK. The teachers discuss new points with us in the prayer each day. When I hear the story of Dr. B. R. Ambedkar I felt that he achieved so much because of his hard work and I too can achieve at least something if I work hard. Like other I too believed that course such as garmenting was of low status. One should strive for higher studies and have very good jobs. But I understand now that it is important that along with your studies you must earn and contribute something to our poor parents. In any case those with higher academic degrees are unemployed too. After coming to DSK I believe that as a girl I am not inferior to any men. At home people believe that the girls who do not speak much are 'good' girls but now I have understood that women who do not speak up end up facing lots of discrimination. I have learnt to defend myself. 

In DSK I stood first in the essay writing competition. Even in the book reading I stood first. In DSK many things were new to me. In the school where I studies there was separate and different food for teachers but in DSK everybody eats the same food. Here the boys too have to work in kitchen which I had never seen before. In our area I had seen that some students were given higher grades by teachers since they belonged to the same caste even when the student was not competent or did copying in the exams. Other students even when they are intelligent and hardworking they were given low grades because they did belonged to low caste. At DSK I learnt that everyone no matter they are rich or poor, urban or rural; fair or dark skinned; Bo or a girl are treated equally. 

I read the book in DSK, 'Sprout'. I learnt that to achieve something in life one has to struggle just as in the book the seed struggle to grow into a tree or just as a small embryo in the womb struggle to grow as a baby. 

I want to pursue my studies in Masters of Social Work and focus on the human rights work. 

3. Kalotra Geetaben Sagrambhai: Age 16
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My name is Geeta and I belong to a village called Vatavachchh in Saurasthra region of Gujarat. I belong to the Rabari or the shepherd family. My parents have never been to school. I am the eldest of their six children and in my family and past generations I am the most educated. I have passed 7th Grade. In my village there isn't any girl who has studies beyond grade 7. My family has twenty bighas (48,000 square feet) of agricultural land. My father also has a tractor and we have two cows. Before coming to DSK I contributed in the domestic work at home. 

When I was six or seven years old I was engaged and at the age 15 I was married. Now after coming to DSK I realize that this is not the age for me to start a family. I have convinced my mother and my father and they have agreed not to send me to the home of my husband, My mother in law has already started putting pressure on my parents to send me to my husband’s home. 

A girl from my village had earlier studies at DSK (Dalit Shakti Kendra or Navsarjan’s vocational school) and on her recommendation I came to DSK. Back home there is lots of untouchability being practiced. My parents do not practice. I have friends in Dalits as well. True, we go to each other's home but never share tea or food. But at DSK I learnt never to treat other as 'unequal'. If people object to my teaching in the village, I have the confidence to convince them.

My parents wanted me to come to DSK but others in the community used their influence to deter my parents. They believe that girls should be married off at an early age and never be allowed to step outside home. Else, they get spoilt. 

After going home I will start my beauty parlor at home and convince others to give a fair chance to their daughters to study and not to marry them at an early age. When my mother visited me to DSK, Indu, one of the DSK staff too had a word with my mother. My mother has now decided that all my younger sisters should be educated and she does not want to get them engaged. 

I was happy that got a consolation prize in the essay writing competition. At DSK the most useful thing to me was to learn about the sexual health and reproduction. My mother too never taught this. Earlier I was too shy to speak with others but at DSK I have learnt to speak up. 
The following is the story from Navsarjan residential school.

4. Take children seriously

In the year 2006 (?), Suresh a boy from village Katra of Harij Taluka of Patan District,  entered Navsarjan primary school located at Sami of Patan District in Grade five.  However his parents took him away next year and admitted him in their village school. Navsarjan charged students about one third of the food cost towards the fees but the parents of the boy could not afford even the token fees for their son.  

In Navsarjan school since the teachers and students live in the same campus and share the same food there is an environment where the students develop respectful relationship with their teachers and one another. This child was not in Navsarjan school anymore and yet the teachers had maintained the contact with the child.

One day, one of the Navsarjan teachers, Mahesh, came to learn that the child was beaten by a Dominant caste teacher in the village school. The apparent reason was the use of 'Jai Bhim' (hail Ambedkar) as a form of greeting by the child, something that was a common practice in Navsarjan school. Most Dalits greet each other in public programs by saying 'Jai Bhim'. Dr. Ambedkar was the tallest figure during the Indian national movement who protected the rights of the poor, marginalized, women and especially of Dalits. For other children in the public school, 'Good morning', 'Namaste', 'present sir!' , 'Jai Hind!' (hail India) etc. were the other forms of greetings used during the roll call to mark their presence.

Well, this is what had happened in the village public school. It was first day for the child in his village school in grade six.  As a routine, before beginning the teaching session the class teachers marks the presence of all students. Every child has been assigned a roll number. When their number is called out they stand up and make teacher know of their presence by saying a greeting as mentioned above.

The roll number of the concerned child was called out and he rose from his seat and said, 'Jai Bhim' . The teacher stopped calling the roll call. He gestured the child to come towards him and as the child went close to him, he slapped the child with a smacking noise. 'Go and sit at your place'.

The child sat on his place and there was a dead silence in the entire class. The day was over. The next day the school began and as the rolls were called out. The children marked their presence saying, 'Yes sir', 'Present sir 'etc . When this child's number was called out he rose from his seat and loudly said, 'Jai Bhim'. The teacher was tense. He called the child to him and gave him two slaps. The child took his seat. 

On the third day the students were tense as the rolls were called out. The child said, 'Jai Bhim' and he got three slaps. On the fourth day he said, 'Jai Bhim' and he got four slaps. On the fifth day when the child said 'Jai Bhim' once again the teacher lost his control and he descended on the child beating him with all his energy. But the child continued saying 'Jai Bhim'. The teacher now shouted at the child,

'Go and get your father right away in the school'. The child returned with his father. The teacher complained to the father,

''Your child is indisciplined. He does not pay attention in the class and he does not do homework and..”

The child stopped the teacher half way and interrupted, “It is not true that I am not disciplined. It is not true that I do not pay attention in the class and it is not true that I do not do homework. The truth is that whenever you call out my roll number, I say 'jai Bhim' and you beat me. We must speak the truth”. 

The teacher was embarrassed in the middle of his own class before all the students as other children in the classes nodded to support the version of the boy. The father saw nothing wrong in his child saying 'Jai Bhim'. The class commenced and next day and the child said, 'Jai Bhim'. However the teacher neither abused him nor slapped him. The following day too there was no beating.

A few days later to the surprise of all students the teacher walked in the class with a framed photograph of Dr. Ambedkar, a hammer and a nail. He climbed on the table and fixed the photo on the wall and resumed his teaching session. 

Navsarjan teacher did not know the last part of the incident. He knew about the beating of the child and was enraged. One day Mahesh came to the village to deal with this teacher. Mahesh first came to the house of the child. The child was very happy to see his teacher. Mahesh asked the student to take him to the teacher who used to beat him. However the child said, 

“Don't worry. The matter has been settled”.

“What do you mean by saying the matter has been settled?” Mahesh was puzzled. The child narrated the whole incident to Mahesh. The latter did not believe it. The child then took him to his school and showed him the photograph of Dr. Ambedkar on the wall of his class. Afterwards, he took Mahesh to the teacher's house in the village.

The teacher belonged to the Patel community, considered to be a Dominant and resourceful caste in the area. The latter welcomed and seated Mahesh and the child. The teacher confirmed to Mahesh that whatever the child said was true. He said,

“I am a Patel by caste and so when I heard for the first time the name of Dr. Ambedkar (who I considered as a low caste leader) I was furious and I just beat the child. But as I beat the child each day, the child grew stronger in his resolve. Although I beat the child, after a while I felt I was weak. One day I had a question for myself. Who was Dr. Ambedkar that inspired this child? I read biography of Dr. Ambedkar and I was ashamed that I hardly knew anything about this great man. The only way, I felt I could get rid of my remorse, was to put the Dr. Ambedkar picture in the class”. 

When Mahesh narrated this incident to me I was rather emotional and so did all others who heard this. The central theme of the story is not the name or photo of Dr. Ambedkar. The central theme is the relationship between the teacher and the students in our educational institutions. Do the children have right to freedom of expression? Do the children have right to be respected as equals? Is there a relationship between nation building where the children are important building blocks and the way teacher behaves with students in the public institutions? Is education and learning all about literacy alone? 

Many teachers to our experience are the major actors and the perpetrators who ensure that various forms of caste discrimination continue in public educational institutions. The concerned child is not exceptional case as we have seen elsewhere that Dalit children commit suicide, feeling very upset by the teacher's behavior. Continuing caste discrimination and humiliation before the peers is the biggest reason for Dalit children to drop out of the schools. 

