
Meeting minutes: 11th teleconference on self-sustenance: June 20th at 

11 am EST: Swanirvar proposal review. 

Attendees: Rajeev (MIT/Boston), Padmanava (Atlanta), Swati (Swanirvar), Amy (San Diego), Srikanth 

(Dallas), Satyajit (Seattle) and Ajoy (UFlorida) 

Q) Can you give us a brief background of Shikshamitra? 
Shikshamitra (Friends of learning) is an experimental school and resource center in Kolkata mainly 
for secondary education. It is different from a typical school because its objective is to educate 
students by giving them a more holistic education to get on with their life compared to that 
provided in mainstream schools. It was set up in Jan 2005 and educates children in the age group 9-
15 years. Swanirvar project in West Bengal is Shikshamitra’s parent organization. Most of its 
students belong to the slums in Kolkata. 
  
Shikshamitra’s vision (from their own website) is as follows: 
“Shikshamitra envisions a society where economics is guided by the concept of sufficiency and 
wants are limited. All work – manual and intellectual – is given equal respect. Humans live in 
harmony with nature, and creativity and diversity are encouraged. In this society, universal love and 
tolerance is actively practiced. Working to create an alternative model, Shikshamitra believes that 
child education has to be in tune with this larger vision of society. We run an open learning centre 
and education resource center in Kolkata and look forward to sharing with you.” 
 
Shikshamitra is involved in methods and material development for the education of these kids. It 
strives to build confidence in these children by providing a lot of encouragement, training these 
children with audio visuals etc.  
 
Q) How is Shikshamitra different from Swanirvar? 
Swanirvar is the parent organisation involved in all kinds of work viz. NREGA, RTE, working with 
panchayats, sustainable agriculture, micro-finance, arsenic mitigation, health etc. Shikshamitra is 
the educational resource center of Swanirvar. SM does not focus on slum children only. We had hoped 
it to be a school for anyone. In fact, a child from middle class background did come to enroll at one 
point. It just so happens that all the children are from slums. What we do here & develop here can be & 
are applied in rural schools as well as urban middle class schools. 

 
Q) Please describe the teaching methods practiced in Shikshamitra. 
We follow the method developed by Prof. Jalaluddin, an eminent educationist. We use accelerated 
learning and creative writing techniques. These help the drop out children learn the matter faster. 
Prof Jalaluddin's method is one of the many methods we use to teach. That one is specific to teaching 
Bengali reading & writing. We use various other methods for Bengali later on, same for English, math, 
sciences, social studies. In fact, it’s worth mentioning that art & craft are very integrated in all our 
learning activities. So are use of songs & movies for language. 
 
Q) Can you name a few NGOs whom you have trained? 
Yes we have trained NGOs like- 



Sanlaap: An NGO based in Calcutta working in the area of human rights protection for women and 
girls. 
Praajak: Provides education to children living on railway platforms. 
Marfat: They take care of the bidi workers. 
We have also worked with an NGO called Nivedita and with other Government schools. We have 
provided training on education to these NGOs. 
 
Q) How do you manage training the NGOs and also educating your own children? 
It’s a tough struggle for us to balance both teaching students and training NGOs.  We usually train 
NGOs and follow up with them during the weekends. In balancing our teaching & training we do 
tweak our routine quite a bit. Often a teacher will assign work for the children & the class will be 

supervised by another staff in absence of this teacher. On one particular day we will go and visit 
different schools and find out what they are doing with education.  
 
Q) How do you get students for your schools? 
People from our organization go out and scout for children. We focus on children in the age group 
of 9-15 years because not many NGOs are working for these children. One problem we face is the 
inability to give certificates. Students seek certificates for their education. However to give 
certificates we need to be registered with the Government. For registration we will need to have an 
elected body to run the school. That essentially means we loose all control over how the school is run, 
what is taught & how it is taught. This has happened with many good middle schools in WB. This is a 
problem particular to middle schools only. Primary schools (I-V) do not face this problem. We help our 

students that need certificates take the standard board exams through open schools.  
 
Q) Do you provide vocational training to the children in your school? 
Yes we impart vocational training like screen printing, computer training, stitching course etc. 
Younger students learn simpler things like opening and shutting a computer. Older students learn 
book binding, making diaries, notebooks. We have 3 student volunteers who help us with the 
training. 
 
Q) How many teachers do you have in Shikshamitra? 
We have 6 full timers and 3 part time teachers at Shikshamitra. 
 
Q) Do you get money for organizing the training for teachers? 
We get money from NGOs to organize training for their teachers. However we are not paid for 
training Govt. teachers. The Government provides money for teaching and learning materials which 
we receive from Govt. schools. 
 
Q) Is Shikshamitramitra involved with RTE? 
Now that the Govt. has passed the RTE act every child will have to go to a Govt. school according to 
his/her age. However the Govt. doesn’t have a training cell for dropout kids. These kids have 
dropped out from schools and are not academically strong enough to get admitted into the class of 
their age. In these scenarios Shikshamitra can help the Govt. in training these kids to bridge their 
knowledge gap. At this point of time the West Bengal Govt. is not in a position to handle these 
issues because they will be out of office within a few months and new Govt. will be elected. After 



the election we will take this matter to the new group and see if something meaningful can be 
worked out between us and Govt. with respect to RTE.  
 
Q) Which organizations are currently supporting Shikshamitra? 
Shikshamitra is currently supported by Indienhilfe e.V. (IH) (German NGO), Association for India’s 
Development (AID) and Wipro. However Shikshamitra is finding it difficult to work with Indienhilfe 
because a lot of Shikshamitra’s time is consumed in writing numerous reports for Indienhilfe and 
communicating them to the NGO. Shikshamitra wants to replace the NGO with Asha for financial 
support and have greater flexibility on its day to day activities. Shikshamitra also hopes to expand 
its network with Asha’s help, work with other NGOs and provide training on a bigger scale.  

http://www.indienhilfe-herrsching.de/

