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_Around India with ASER

ASER has taken me to a wide variety of landscapes. | have seen villages of
Chhattisgarh, Uttar Pradesh, Uttarakhand, Himachal Pradesh, Jammu and
Kashmir, and Nagaland. All these names conjure different images in one’s
mind - in terms of terrain, socio-economic background, local norms,
religion, culture, food habits, etc. That was what | thought too. And while it
was true to an extent, | rediscovered the quintessential (and already quite
well-established) truth: people, everywhere, have the same fundamentally
human qualities. | am aware that this discovery is nothing new. In fact, it is
quite a hackneyed statement. But when you see the same kindness,
curiosity, integrity, diligence and

faith in people from all over the country,

it gives you a reassuring sense of belonging
as a lone traveller in an unknown land.

When on the field, | have been a trainer, a
surveyor, a monitor. A question that | have AP 4
been asked on all my field visits is - “You N
must have been to other states too. How
does the situation of education in our
village/ district/state compare?” | often
fumble while trying to answer that
question. | do not have an answer
nuanced enough to do justice to the
curiosity and sincerity of the
asker, so | often quote some
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data points and try to sound optimistic. This conversation always
humbles me, and makes me realise that the most important element
of ASER are its volunteers- the citizens who make this citizen-led
assessment possible.

ASER has made me appreciate the beauty of citizen-led assessments,
and their far-reaching impact. ASER surveyors sometimes have to trek
to difficult regions to reach their assigned village. They travel and stay
in these regions with minimal facilities, and bring back data to
represent their district. They undertake this massive voluntary effort
because they have a persistent urge to be involved, and learn about
their community. Most of these volunteers are young - they have the
power to effect change. They know and believe that, and | do too.

Disha Trivedi

ASER Central Team




Photo blog

Long Live ASER!

In the first week of October
2018, | got the opportunity to
visit the Noney district of
Manipur for the monitoring of
ASER 2018. The village | visited
did not have a guest house or
home stay, so |, along with the
two volunteers stayed at the
village head’s house. The village
was in a valley surrounded by
magnificent green hills. The
view was breathtaking. The time
| spent here is etched in my
mind as a beautiful memory.
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As part of the survey, we observed the school
infrastructure. And talked to some kids. They
pose really well !!

Enthusiastic school children clicked during school observation
in a remote village bordering Burma.




BISHNULATPAM BIRLA SHARMA

Master trainer, Imphal East
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My endless road to learning

Sneha Dash
ASER Team, Odisha

| want to share my journey in Pratham and ASER. | started my career in the
education sector because | am fond of children. When | was in school on my
way back home | used to cross a slum area. | would see children wandering
or playing without a guardian.

At that time, | used to think about a
solution for them. | would plan to sit
with their parents to ask them if | could
help out by teaching their children.
That simple thought disappeared with
my rigorous syllabus, but that spark to
educate children stayed with me. |
started helping young children in my
residential building.

Time passed by. When | was doing my

masters, | came across a few NGOs who

were helping children. | could not let the

opportunity go and wanted to associate

myself with these organizations. Thankfully, | got the opportunity to work
with Pratham. The fun activities, the Teaching Learning Materials (TLMs)
fascinated me.




Quickly, | became a member of the team responsible for preparing TLMs. |
can recall, when | was preparing materials, how enthusiastic | used to be.
This interest led me to join ASER where | got to evaluate children’s learning.
ASER taught me to go deeper before preparing a learning material. This
process pushed me to pursue a professional course in Education. | learned
educational psychology and the pedagogical aspects which help children in
learning.

With this interest | went further. |
visited villages, schools, states, and
the field experience enhanced my
learning. | think that is why till today |
never feel exhausted. With new
experiences, new learnings | have
always felt motivated.

Field experience is very helpful. When
the ASER survey is ongoing, | visit
many states. A few incidents have
touched my heart. In 2010, during
Maharashtra recheck, | visited 10-12
households. Every household greeted
me differently. They sat me on a
beautiful mat. They gave me a
beautiful silk cloth, a pinch of
turmeric, a handful of rice, chandan
and sindur tilak. This ritual was
followed by a sweet. They said, it is
their culture. They greet their guests
like this. | had never been greeted like
this before.

Another story in Deogad district of Odisha. A small remote district full of
greenery. The district is surrounded by jungles. In 2012, | visited many
villages there for monitoring and rechecking. Communication and
transportation facilities in the district are poor. We had to rely upon bikes.
The road was on hilly terrain. We had to walk about 5-6 kms to reach the
village. One can not imagine that there is a way to go to those villages or



people can live there. We can not call that a road. The life of villagers is full of
struggles. A panchayat market happens once a week. Villagers would walk 5-6
km by foot to reach the market. They mostly depend upon rice and vegetables
of their own field. They come to the market to get groceries, medicines, clothes,
etc. If someone falls ill, they have to wait for the next weekly market. | asked a
few villagers about their struggle. But they said, there is no struggle. They are
used to this. This is life.
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After joining ASER, | met our Research Associates and our directors. All of
them are down to earth, understanding, and cooperative. My first Research
Associates were Neha and Abhisek. They helped me raise my voice during
training. Abhineet ji helped in personality development. Neeraj sir helped in
being punctual, organized, and disciplined. These inputs helped me to
become stronger. Above all our directors always keep pouring water on
small plants like me. From them | have learnt not to get tired. It is like a
family to me where everyone helps each other to grow.

Thanks to ASER Centre, | came to New Delhi for the first time to attend a
workshop. | learnt other languages like Bengali and Marathi. | have met
educationists, political leaders. | get calls from other NGOs to attend
meetings. | have become more confident. ASER centre has transformed me
from a college kid to an independent woman.
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The Spirit of Master Trainers

in Gujarat

Chirag Vyas
ASER Team, Gujarat

The ASER road is rarely
straightforward. Like a roller coaster
ride, it is full of twists and turns, ups
and downs. And the Master Trainers
(MTs) in Gujarat have consistently
displayed the attitude of ‘Impossible
is nothing - and never give up.” The
ASER 100 days timeline begins with
the recruitment of MTs from Colleges
and Universities, where the students
eagerly wait for the ASER season to
begin. In more than 20 districts of
Gujarat, MTs from Social Work
colleges have led ASER 2022
Colleges take ASER participation
seriously. The Social Work colleges
have formalized ASER participation
as an assignment in the course. Point
persons for each college facilitate the
process to minimize delays and
smoothen the participation process.

The 26 MTs throw the anchor and set to sail after the State Level Training,
while each one is assighed an average of two districts - each MT travels
1000 to 1500 km over 45 days. They work with dedication and adjust
their schedules in case a district partner asks for a date change.
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The MTs show immense strength by working consistently, training and
monitoring in the day and reviewing during the night! The ASER journey
takes the MTs to diverse landscapes. When MTs work in places like Kutch
or Diu, they take out some time to breathe in the fresh sea air and
absorb the sight of vast deserts.

The ASER survey and its packed schedule becomes a mini though
intense course in planning, understanding tools, monitoring, and
rapport building. MTs end up trying out any and every means of
transport to reach the last village as part of the survey! The level of
commitment and understanding of the partners has also grown
stronger over the years.
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The ASER Journey

ASER is different! As someone who works as an ASER Manager in the Kerala
team, | wouldn’t dare just sum it up as a survey. The learning experience |
have gained by working at ASER for around 4 months has changed my
outlook of myself and society in various aspects.

It all began with the rigorous training days in Jaipur which in retrospect is
one of my fondest memories of ASER. The preparation and groundwork we
did there made us capable of implementing this process across Kerala. The
best thing about ASER is that it was possible for me to be part of all the
aspects of the process. | could observe, experience, and study Kerala as a
whole within this short period. We made friends with children from all
across the state and | am pretty sure that | will always have some families

open-heartedly welcoming me into their homes if | ever visit these places.
The relations ASER helped me build throughout this period are very
personal and | love ASER for this.
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Thinking back, | could see those tensed little faces peeking a look at me
while reading out from the ASER tool. It was always heartwarming to see
the transformation of those tensed faces into little smiles when we
lightened the situation by reassuring and encouraging them. | believe it
was these small things that inspired me to continue with the survey
despite the long walks and the hot sun.

Traveling across the beautiful landscapes of Kerala, the possibilities of
meeting and making friends with different people, learning from and
meeting people of different socio-economic conditions, and above all the
possibility of bringing out the child in us, and | would give anything to
experience all these emotions again.
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It takes a village to raise a child

| visited Chhattisgarh in November for the ASER 2022 survey. During my visit, |
monitored a primary school and met a senior teacher named Mr. Sinha. He
talked to me about his journey as a teacher and also shared with me an
interesting anecdote about the school.

Parents’ reluctance to send children to government schools led the teachers
to take an oath. One day all the teachers gathered to vow that within the next

3 months most students from the
village will study in this school. They
went to every house in the village and
started convincing parents. If they
couldn’'t provide better education
than private schools within three
months then the parents could
disenroll their children. Quickly, they
decorated every corner of the school
making it more vibrant with colors
and pictures.

Altering their classroom practices, the
teachers introduced activities like
yoga, class interaction and discussion,
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presenting the news of the village, conversing in English, etc. Discussing the
children’s aims and career goals at length, the teachers started guiding them
in realizing their dreams one small step at a time. The school invited
professional doctors, engineers to guide the students. The teachers in the
village also set a reading time for the children from 7 to 8 in the evening.
During this time, if any villagers saw children outside their home they would
remind their parents that it was the reading time. Some children were
appointed to keep a check on their peers. In good humor, they were named
CC Cameras as they would report to the teacher and it would be announced
during the morning assembly. At present, the total number of students in
this school is 177. Many government and private officials have visited this
school. Now, children are enthusiastic about coming to school and studying.
| was really happy to visit this school. | hope that other schools in the vicinity
will take inspiration to not just increase their enrolment numbers but to also
improve children’s learning levels and guide them in achieving their

aspirations.
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