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Migration from rural India:  Issue of an  illiterate childhood in urban India

-  Dr Mala Bhandari*
Migration is an important development issue in a country like India, treading the  path of a rapid economic activity in an attempt to amalgamate with the rest of the world. However lopsided development in the country, rural-urban migration has become a major challenge in the contemporary scenario. Be it for reasons like a lack of employment/work opportunities or natural disasters, families after families continue to  fall within the vicious circle of hunger and deprivation. The result is out migration from rural areas in the wild goose chase for money and work in unfamiliar urban terrains.  

The present paper deals with the issues confronting the education of children from migrant communities in the city of Noida in Uttar Pradesh state in India.. It dwells upon the challenges faced while mainstreaming these children and the possible strategies adopted for  the same. The paper argues that the issue of migrants’ children education has to be a common concern among major stakeholders: Government, Community, Corporates and NGOs. This issue can not be tackled with isolated, fragmented actions of  stakeholders  in their independent capacity.
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Millions of children across the globe are subject daily to extreme and hazardous working conditions. According to the International Labour Organization (ILO), there are 246 million working children in the world between ages five and seventeen, of which an estimated 179 million work in the worst forms of child labour. Startling figures!!!

India is a country of more than 375 million children, the largest number for any country in the world. Going by the laws and legislation, these children should be enrolled in schools for formal education. However, the scenario is just the opposite. Around 12.8 million children are working out of the total of 209.99 million children in the age group 5 – 14 years (Census of India: 1991). In addition, there are those children who are neither enrolled in schools nor are accountable for in the labour force. This is the category of potential and prospective child workers.  Since these children do not go to school; more than half of them never learn the barest skills of literacy. Therefore, left with no other option, they join active workforce later in life. 
The fact that these children do not go to school but join an active workforce,  draws attention to many probable reasons such as poverty, lack of access to quality education, demographic pressure and social exclusion. A study conducted by the ILO Bureau of Statistics found that "Children’s work was considered essential to maintaining the economic level of households, either in the form of work for wages or help in household enterprises / household chores in order to free adult household members for economic activity elsewhere" (Mehra-Kerpelman 1996: 8)*. It also  found that in a few cases, a child’s income accounted for about  34 to 37 percent of the total household income, thus emphasizing the need for the child to work   for his family’s basic subsistence.  This pushes the school factor further in the background.

Besides poverty cited as the major cause of child labour, the other determinants such as inadequate schools, lack of schools and the expense of schooling are equally responsible ____________________

* Mehra-Kerpelman, K. 1996. Children at work: How many and where? World of  Work 15:8-9
contributory factors.  The lower literacy levels as 64 percent for males and 39 percent for females support this argument. In addition, the primary school survival rate of 38 percent indicates that very few students complete their primary education which further strengthens that  "the pressing need for child’s earnings as well as low perceived advantages of school" cause the parents to withdraw children from school and deposit them in the labour force (Nangia, 1987:182).* As a result,   poverty and  inadequacy of the school system not only play significant roles in causing child labour but also affect each other. 

1.1  Provisions under Legislation:
The United Nations Convention on the Right of the Child (UNCRC) adopted by the UN in November 1989, asserts under Article 32, that 'States parties recognize the right of the child to be protected from economic exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to be hazardous or to interfere with the child's education or to be harmful to the child's health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development".

The Government of India ratified the UNCRC in December 1992 and endorsed a plethora of protective legislation for the well-being of children. It formed an Act with various constitutional provisions for the protection and well being of children. Under Article 45 of the Directive Principles of State Policy has been provided free and compulsory education for all children until they complete the age of 14.
1.2  The state of  “Out of School” children:  A Case of NOIDA: 
Uttar Pradesh is the most populous state comprising 16% of India's population. NOIDA is one of its largest planned industrial townships, situated in close proximity to Delhi. It is now a part of the National Capital Region (NCR). Where on one hand, Noida boasts of an integrated Industrial Township with a high standard of living for its people, on the other, its 64 “developed villages” out of a total of 81 villages are reeling under inadequate infrastructural and other facilities. The major inhabitant of these villages is the 
__________________ 

* Nangia, P. 1987. Child Labour: cause-effect syndrome. New Delhi: Janak Publishers.
vast migrant population from different regions of the country. These men and women add significantly to the growth and  prosperity of this industrial town through its skilled /unskilled labour. Bogged by the daily grind of parental routines, it is the children who become the victim of their family’s out-migration particularly when it comes to their basic right, i.e.,  education. Their education is not only neglected but is not thought about even. The parental tag of  ‘kirayedars’ (tenants) in the community hinder their transition to the formal school system. The children in the growing years of 6 to 14, have no option other than  to work in shops / dhabas or stay at home to look after the  younger siblings at home and perform other household chorus. The relevant question here is where should these children actually be? If the answer is, SCHOOL, then the immediate question  is then why are they on roads!     

1.3 Census Survey on “Out of School” children: To know the magnitude of ‘out of school children in Noida, a not-for-profit organization, Social and Development Research and Action Group (Sadrag), conducted a census survey in four selected bastis and villages of Noida, i.e., Harola village in Sec. 5, Nithari village in Sec. 31,  JJ colony in Sec. 16 and Agahpur village in Sec. 41.  It covered the population in and around the villages including the neighbourhood markets. The survey was conducted by the organisation’s facilitators in the month of March-April 2008. 

The following table shows the number of ‘out of school’ children under various categories found during the survey: 

Table – 1

Total number of ‘out of school’ children at selected locations in Noida

	Location
	Total number of  ‘out of school’ children
	Never been to school
	School drop-outs

	Harola
	369
	135
	234

	Nithari
	438
	279
	159

	Sector 16
	243
	163
	80

	Agahpur
	206
	176
	30

	Total
	1256
	753
	503


During the survey, a total of 1256 children in the age group 6 to 14 years  were found with ‘out of school’ tag at the surveyed locations. The maximum number of ‘out of school’ children were found in and around Nithari village with quite a number of them working as rag pickers or in petty neighborhood shops. Those who had never attended any formal school outnumbered those who dropped out of school after  class I or II. 

These children belong to migrant families with their parents having migrated to Noida in search of employment. Having found employment in factories, private homes, petty shops and rickshaw pulling, these families are now settled here for good. Housing being an expensive preposition, these families either inhabit single room rented dwellings inside the village or live in ‘bastis’ adjoining these villages. These bastis offer jhuggies rented or bought by them over a period of time. 

The gender composition of  ‘out of school’ children shows more number of  girls than the boys. This means that more number of boys than girls is linked to the formal school system. Significantly, a large number of girls in these areas come under the category of “potential child workers” with most of them sitting at home to look after the younger siblings and doing household chores while their parents go out to work. Those boys who do not go to school can be seen either loitering around or working in cycle shops, tea shops or as rag pickers. 

Table – 2
Sex Composition of ‘out of school’ children in different locations in Noida

	Location
	Boys (%)
	Girls (%)
	Total number of  ‘out of school’ children

	Harola
	49
	51
	369

	Nithari
	59
	41
	438

	Sec. 16
	48
	52
	243

	Agahpur
	49
	51
	206

	Total number
	659
	597
	1256


In Harola village and Sector-16, the girls can be generally found looking after the younger siblings and cooking and cleaning the house while their parents are away to work during the day. A number of girls, particularly in Nithari and Agahpur villages, girls as young as 6 - 7 years work as domestics along with their mothers in the neighbouring middle class residential colonies. 

Table – 3
Age Category of ‘out of school’ children in different locations in Noida (%)
	Location
	6 to 8 years
	9-10 years
	11-13 years
	14-15 years
	>14 years
	Total number of  ‘out of school’ children

	Harola
	21
	38
	42
	34
	33
	369

	Nithari
	36
	34
	34
	30
	33
	438

	Sector 16
	24
	17
	10
	16
	8
	243

	Agahpur
	19
	11
	14
	20
	26
	206

	  Total number
	654
	304
	173
	113
	12
	1256


The children are spread over all age groups within the broad category of 6 to 14 years.  While in Nithari village, more children are in the younger age group of  6 to 8 years, Agahpur village has the maximum number of children above 14 years. Harola and Sector-16 have more children in the middle age group 9 to 13 years. Very few children above 14 years were found during the survey leading to an assumption that they have already joined an active work force by this age.  

The following table illustrates the correlation between gender and age group of children found during the survey. It shows that girls outnumber the boys in the age group 6 to 10 years. The boys above 10 years are generally employed and are therefore more visible than girls who are by this age, entrusted the complete responsibility of running the household while their mother goes out to work.  
Table – 4
Age Group of ‘out of school’ boys and girls at surveyed locations in Noida

	Location
	6 to 8 years (%)
	9-10 years (%)
	11-13 years (%)
	14-15 years (%)
	>14 years (%)
	Total number of  ‘out of school’ boys & girls

	
	boys
	girls
	boys
	girls
	boys
	girls
	boys
	girls
	boys
	girls
	boys
	girls

	Harola
	17
	26
	38
	38 
	26
	47
	43
	25
	40
	29
	182
	187

	Nithari
	43
	29
	36
	31 
	29
	32
	33
	27
	20
	43
	259
	179

	Sector 16
	20
	27
	19
	16 
	27
	7
	11
	20
	-
	14
	117
	126

	Agahpur
	20
	18
	7
	15 
	18
	15
	13
	27
	40
	14
	101
	105

	Total number
	338
	316
	164
	140
	316
	75
	54
	59
	5
	7
	659
	597


The formal school system did not figure in the lives of the children found during the survey. The children were either school drop-outs or had never attended a formal school.  Almost all the children, irrespective of gender, had never attended a formal school.  However Nithari village had  more such girls who never attended a school. Among the drop-outs were primarily those children who were studying in class I or II in the village school but left it  when the family migrated to Noida. They are now either whiling away their time, performing household chores or have already joined the burgeoning ranks of child labour. These are also the children who become soft targets for anti-social elements as evident through the recent gruesome incident in Nithari that shook the entire world.    

Table – 5

School status of ‘Out of school’ boys and girls in surveyed locations
	Location
	Never went to school
	School drop-outs
	Total

	
	boys
	girls
	boys
	girls
	boys
	girls

	Harola
	35
	38
	65
	62
	182
	187

	Nithari
	66
	60
	34
	40
	259
	179

	Sec. 16
	60
	64
	40
	26
	117
	126

	Agahpur
	85
	86
	15
	14
	101
	105

	Total
	391
	362
	268
	235
	659
	597


1.4 The Family Background of surveyed children:
The parents of the children found during the survey work in factories or industrial units as skilled/semi-skilled or unskilled workers. However in a majority of the cases, the fathers work as  rickshaw puller, tailor, daily wage labourer, hawker, sweeper, guard, driver, mechanic, petty shopkeeper or ragpicker. The mothers of the children work as domestic help in a majority of the cases especially in Nithari, Sector-16 and Agahpur. Since these villages are situated at the periphery of middle class residential colonies, they find easy employment in the form of domestic servitude. Since they are by and large unskilled, they have no other option than to work as domestics in private homes. 

The Harola village is situated amidst the industrial sectors of Noida. The women generally remain at home and work on piece rate. They do low end jobs like fixing buttons or stitching lace on export garments brought to them by the middle men linked to the leading export units. Due to the involvement of middle men, these women are often cheated through erratic and low payments. 

 The grown up children are ‘household assets’ for migrant families. They look after the younger siblings and manage the household though at the price of their own growth and development through means of education. Though parents are not averse to the idea of their children going to school, they often caught in the dilemma between their household needs and transition of their children into responsible adults through the institution of school. However, parents support the idea of providing education to their children within the community

1.5  Facilitating a literate childhood in Noida: An Experiment
SADRAG initiated a program, “Ugta Suraj” in Noida around three years ago with the main objective as to restore the basic right of formal school education among the working/migrant/potential child workers in the age group 6 to 14 years residing within the city. Following the mandate for Universal Elementary Education, the immediate objectives of the program have been to bridge the gap between formal schooling and the community through: 
· Providing  for the basic educational and recreational needs of underprivileged children 

· Popularizing  among children, the institution of school and knowledge imparted therein.  
· Providing psychological support and a motivational environment for  personal growth and development of the children.                                                                                                              

· Mainstreaming the children  by linking them to formal school system. 

· Ensuring retention of enrolled children by closely monitoring their school performance for a period of one year.  

· Helping children adjust to the formal school environment. 
The program has been based on the following fundamental principles:

· Program Approach: Ugta Suraj has evolved from among the children as a continuous process of their transformation into accountable adults. 

· Rights based approach: The basic tenet of the program has been: how to restore the basic right of education among the children. The children are taught to consider education as their basic right rather than a favor bestowed upon them by the charitable organization or the government for that matter.

· Community-centric approach: The program caters to the children’s need for education within their own community space. A network of Learning and Support Centers  (LSCs) have been operational in different villages where “out of school’ children have been found.  

· Sensitization of local government institutions (PRIs): The local pradhans (panchayat leader) of each village have been involved in running the program in the village. They have been sensitized to the need for education of the migrant children living in and around their village.  

· Involvement of related  government departments:  The program forms a bridge between the community and the district government departments. It advocates for improving the government school system through repeated reminders and reports to the department. It attempts to ensure the participation of government department in organizing the  programs of wider interest in city schools. 
1.6  Major challenges before  Inclusive education:

· The government school system: Though Noida has primary and middle government schools in every  vicinity of the city, these schools are pathetic in their infrastructure, teaching-learning experience and discipline enforcement among the children. These schools are overcrowded and lack proper seating arrangement for the children. The facilities for clean drinking water and toilet are remote in most of the schools.  There are no sports facilities for children studying in the schools. 
· Lack of inclusive programs: Children working in dhabas, road side eateries or traffic signals are not covered under any program whatsoever. Hordes of children are working as rag pickers in posh market areas but have no access to any development program. 

· Lack of administrative and political will:  The local administrative or political will is practically absent in the issues concerning  well being of migrant children. 
· Lack of coordination between the two principle authorities:  The poor maintenance of government schools shows a serious gap between the district administration and the Noida Authority which is primarily responsible for their upkeep and periodic maintenance. 

· An alienated SSA program:  The government’s flagship program, Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan is fully operational in the district. However it has failed to make inroads into the community and has not been able to make an inclusive impact. 

· Lack of District Grievance Cell: There is no forum for reporting the problems encountered by children under any circumstance. Absence of a Childline has furthered this gap between a child and the support system.  

Noida represents a typical case where the education of needy children has taken a backseat due to a sheer lack of coordination between the various stakeholders who have the common goals but have not evolved a collective mechanism  with an overlapping strategy and approach. Till such an exercise is done, the formative years of innocent children  would continue to be spent outside the compounds of  a School.  In other words, Universal Elementary Education would remain a distant dream despite having the Law for Free and Compulsory education for All in place. 

                                                                                     ____________________________
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