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Palwal girls hop on to a better future

GIRLS-ONLY BUS SERVICE
For over 300 school-going girls in
the region, a seat on Blossom Bus
service means they will be able to
study at least till class 10. The free
pick-and-drop service addresses
safety and stigma concerns, both

Sadia Akhtar
= sadoakta@hiive com

GURUGRAM/MEWAT:Sahila Khan, 16, wakes
upat5in themorning. Halfof her family
members are sleeping in their modest
dwellingin JalalpurKhalsavillage. She
sweeps thefloor, plasters the walls with
cowdung, and washesthe utensils before
helping her mother prepare breakfast.
Amid this flurry of activity, she quickly
donsapinksalwar-kameez, packs her tif-
fin,and headsout. Onher way,she meets
her friend Rasheeda Khan and the two
walk towards the spotin the village where
they wait for thearrival ofa bus. Around
7.20am ayellow bus draws upand the two
hopon.

The bus is one among five that drop
these girls toschool and bring them back
home. They are part of a programme
called Blossom Bus, run in the Mewat
region of Haryana. Started with 30girlsin
2010, the free bus service now caters to
more than300girls, whousethevehicles
to reach their high schools located at a
distancerangingbetween 2kmand 10km
from theirvillages.

SAFETY CONCERNS
Every morning around 8, Sahila, Rash-
eedaand other girls from different villa-
ges board the bus to reach the Govern-
ment Girls Senior Secondary School in
Aharwanvillagein Palwal. T}

Villages covered
by Blossoms Bus

indispensable part of the girls’ lives,
said Sahila. “We wouldn’t be going to
schoolifitwasnotfor thisbusservice.
‘Ourparentswould havenever sentus {
sofaras they fear for our safety. The
bus service ensures safe transit and '\
fewerworriesforourparents. Earlier,
girlsused toface problems while com-
mutingtoschoolsince the boys’ school
letsoutat thesametime e boys would
harass us, whistleat us,” said Sahila.

Rasheedaagreed itwasn’tsafeforgirls
towalk back home.

“Lastwinters, thebus didn’t comeand
Idecidedtowalk back home. A boy from
the neighbouring school followed me on
hismotoreyeleandpulledatmy duppata.
Sincethat day, eitherIskip school when
thebusisnotthere ortagalongwithother
girls,” shesaid.

BothSahila andRasheeda studiedina

Govt Girls Sr Sec.
School, Aharwan

Dhamaka
Durgapur

Bichpuri

Palwal Ralg'a
Jalal,
2 ® @

Bhanguri
~ L >
Thebusservice haschanged thelives

ofmany girls, some of whomare married.
SoniyaBikal,16, from Bichpuri villagein
Hathin, got married in 2008at theage of 8,
along with her sister to save wedding
expenses. Unlike her sister, Bikal has
refused to go to her in-laws house until

inBhanguri
ofHathm tehsil in Palwal till class 5.
Both said had the bus service not been
there, it would have been curtains for
their education.

“Thevillageschool wasonly till class5.

“Idon’tevenrememberwhenandhow
Igot married. Every year, my didi cele-
brates her anniversary and tellsme that
Igot married along with her. I will com-
plete my education before the gohna

My mother
thehighersecondary school, whichis far
offfrom thevillage. She was persuaded to
change her mind after we informed her
aboutthe busservicetothegirls’school,”
saidRasheeda.

EDUCATING GIRLSIS
EMPOWERING GIRLS
Likeothergirlsintheschool, 15-year-old

(traditional ) happens,
provided the bus service continues,”
shesaid.

Bikal said she was hopeful that she
would complete her education. Like
Bikal, 16-year-old Sheetal Bokah is also
married. Both comefrom Bichpuri. Imag-
iningschool life without the bus is diffi-
cult, they said.

SaniyaKI
dawn. After ﬂnlshmg her daily chores,
shehelpsher younger brothers getready
forschool. Herbrothers study in theboys
senior secondary school, located near her
school. Theschool has ahandful of girls
00, butshestill goes toadifferent school.

“Igot married on February 20, 2014.1

Twas

told that L would be getting married the

nextday.Iwashappy thatIwould getto

wear a lehenga (traditional skirt) and
agreed,” said Bokah.

Thelehenga hasstayed\mmBokahbut

= Started with 30 girls in 2010, the free bus service now caters to more than 300 girls who use the vehicles to reach their high

between 2km and 10km from their villages in Mewat region of Haryana.

reason that
ges was concern over the safety of the
girlssincetherewerenosafecommuting

‘allages. “Many parents, who
wereearlier blamed for notallowing their
girls topursue higher secondary educa-
tion, 1t

girlstoldus that
they wanted to study but their parents
don’tallow themto contmue theireduca-

P
istheresponsibility of the governmentto
bt'lng every child underthe RTE =

tion after pnmary 1
concerns,” Kumar said.

Kumar said Mewat was chosen to
launch theservicenotjust becauseof the

her priorities in life h;

higher of Muslims in the

them?My parentsdidnotsendme tomy
brothers’school since they will not allow
metostudy with boys,” she said.

“Even I would never want to study
withboys,” sheaddsas anafterthought.

“Boysareuseless. Theywon't getupto
take a glass of water on their own. No
Testrictions are imposed on them. How-
ever,agirlisquestioned evenifshesteps
downfromtheterrace,” said Saniya.

Hervoicedrowned in thesoundof the
school bell, which

apply for ajobin the policeforce.

The Ministry of Statistics and Pro-
gramme Tmplementation data from

iththebus
service also try to get dropouts back to
school.

Ishika Boken joined the Aharwan
School inclass6in 2013, Three yearslater,
she was compelled to drop out of school
owing to her ill health. “Tused to con-

h

school they gotoisonly till class 10.

“We have requested the education
departmenttoextend theschool till class
12. There is no other senior secondary
girls’sehool in thevieinity. Mostimpor-
tantly, parents want to educate their
daughters and this should be enough
toconvincethegovernment,”said Saten-
dra Pal Sheoran, who teaches Hindi in
theschool.

School authorities said they have
given several proposalstotheeducation
departmenttoconvert theschoolat Ahar-

stantlyfall sick. Tleft

'I'HEBUSSERVICE icts,the  homefortwoyears. Ther
icerunsunderthe  lowestenr ratewasinMewatdis-  tolook after my mother either. I would
deguofWhAteLolusTrust anon-profit  trict, whichhasaheavy concentrationof — not have resumed school, in all likeli-

organisation, headquartered in the US.
Suraj Kumar, project manager at the
White Lotus Trust, said the bus service
was particularly started for girlsfrom the
Meo community due to higher dropout
ratesandlow literacy levels.

“The

endofthelunchbreak, with teacherscall-
ingout tothestudents, askingthemto get
back to classes. Amid. a d.in ofvoicesand

er tedforMeogirl

only, but we could not refuse others and

Meos. Only 643 girls enrolled in class 11
and828inclass12.

“Ofthe100students enrolled inschool
inclass1,only 10% reach class 12. Mobil-
ityisamajorhindranceas thereisnopub-
lie transport available in the villages of
the Mewat region. Safety is the biggest
concern among parents and students

hood,” said Boken, aresidentof Bichpuri
village.
'rms year in July, Boken resumed

wanintoa ndaryinstitution.

ls that are located at a di
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as the school headmaster, said that the
school wouldshutdown for all practical
purposes if the bus services were to dis-
continue.

“The school functions because of the
busservice. Ifyoutakeaway the bus ser-
vice, the student strength would come
down to 50-60. Our daughters will stop
comingtoschool,” said Ratan.

Over the yearsthe Blossom busservice
‘hasexpandeditsareaofoperation. These
buses are also now being used to ferry
‘womentocolleges. Someofthegirls, after
completingeducation in Ahirwan’s girls”
sehool managed to complete graduation.
Afew of themarenow pursuingpostgrad-
uatedegrees.

Sarita Kumari, 23, isafirst-generation
college-goer. Sheisin thefinal yearof her
postgraduation in political science. She
takes the Blossom Bus twice a day to
reachher collegein Palwal, which is 8km
from her village, Bhanguri.

Sarita used to walk to school, but her
commute to college has been made easy
duetothebus. “Thebusservicehas been
likea saviourfor girls like me. Our par-
ents got the confidence to send us to col-
legebecause of the Blossom bus. Parents
areassuredabout our safety,” said Sarita.

Belonging to the Schedule Caste,
Saritaistheonly onein her communityin
thevillage, who has reached postgradua-
tion. Encouraged by her example, other
parents are also motivated to educate
their girls. “Parents come to me to
enquireabouttheservice. Theyaskabout
thecollegeandifthe bus service will help
inthecommute,” Sarita said.

Sarita’s father, Jeevan, admitted it is
not safe for girls and there is still some
social stigmaattached toeducatinggirls.

“IamnotsureifIwould haveeducated
‘mydaughter had the busservicenotbeen
there. Upper-caste people spread
rumourswhen girlsfrom our community
step out of their house. The best part

However, therequestforanupgradehas
beenturned down: A

aboutthebusservicei it

Ashok Baghel, Block
Officer, Palwal, said that the school’s
proposals were rejected on grounds
oflack uffeaslhlhty
y of 1.5 acres is must for

vlce for it. “My parents were hesltam
about sending me back to school after a
gap of two years. However, the Blossom
volunteers convincedmy parems They

setting upa higher secondary school. The
high school cannot be converted into a
higher secondary schoolsinceitdoesn’t

girlsfrom their
back,” said Jeevan.

opsthem

RESPONSIBLE STAFF
Thesafety of the girlsis the primary con-
cernofall those associated with the bus
service.

“W'hen we had launched the service,

havetherequiredland.Ttis located on

now it caters to girls from all
ties. In2009,areportofthe National Com-

hurried
tothoelassroom na matter of minutes,

A slogan was written on the wall of
class9-A, ‘Padhilikhiladki, roshnighar
ki’ (An educated girllights up the whole
house).

‘mission for Protection of Child Rights
stated that there was only one Muslim
girl in class 9 in many villages.

This prompted me to il the

alike. T ice  arenolongerworr ea If gives
fills the vacuum. Many of the Blossom  thatIhave totravel " said dland, wewill
Busgirlsarefirstin theirvillagetoreach ~ Boken. vertitto10+2.Theschool fulfilsallother
class12,” said Kumar. rules,” said Baghel.

K\Jmarargued thattheRighttoEduca- HIGHER SCHOOLS NEEDED

tionAct,

reason behind such low literacy rates
amongMuslimgirls. Themost common
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pulsory education to students of 6-14

Whilemany told HT that they were keen
oncompletingtheir educanon‘they were

BUSCRITICAL TOEDUCATION
Drawmg and dispensing officer (DDO)

menwhowould try
to. molest the girls. Once, two men from
Aharwan followed the bus on their
motoreyeles and passed obscene com-
ments at the girls. The bus driver beat
them up when the girls told him that the
men were stalking them for the past few
days. They were never seenagain,” said

years age, should b ded to cover

notsureifthat

Ram charge

Pr oneofthebusdrivers.
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