
1 
 

28th teleconference on self-sustenance: Discussions on the 
progress of the Asha-Shikshamitra teacher-training initiative 
during 2011-2012, July 22nd

Attendees: Padmanava (Atlanta/Irvine), Lokendra (UFlorida), Tathagata 
(Bangalore), Rajeev (MIT/Boston), Ajoy (UFlorida), Anushila (Houston), Swati 
(Shikshamitra) and Sudeshna (Shikshamitra). 

 at 11 am EDT. 

 
Q1. We know that you have moved to a new building and we have read your reports 
on the training that you have been imparting to various organizations including the 
Asha-Yale project Mukti. Can you please update us on how that is working out and if 
you have any new developments? 
Yes, we have moved to a new location in Alipore. It is small compared to the one we had 
before. We came here to allow some of our previous students who are currently taking the 
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 standard exams though open school, to study in this building. However, this space is 
expensive; with rising real estate prices in Kolkata it is becoming increasingly difficult for us 
to afford this building and hence we would like to relocate to a more affordable place in the 
future.  

Q2. When you say the present space is small, is it able to meet your current needs? If 
you don’t find a suitable place soon, can you continue with this place for the near 
term in the future? 
This place is good for small events, but if you want to organize a workshop for more than 10 
people this place gets really crowded. There is no one big room where we can arrange big 
meetings and workshops. We are managing as of now, but we are unable to operate at our 
full capacity in this space for e.g. art and craft exhibitions that we want to organize with our 
students is not possible in this space. In our previous premises we used to organize 
exhibitions with lots of students.  
 
Q3. Can you please update us on the progress of teacher training initiatives with 
Asha partners?  
Shikshamitra completed 2 trainings with Asha-Yale project Mukti during the last year and 
the training is still in progress. We had some initial conversation with an Asha project Trinita, 
they approached us and we did visit them once, however they did not pursue their interest 
further. Another project, which used to be an Asha partner, Tomorrow’s foundation 
approached us and we did a workshop with two sets of children from that organization. 
However, after that the program did not proceed. Possibly because the person keen on 
organizing this training event resigned from the organization. That is pretty much all of what 
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happened with Asha partners. As for non-Asha projects we are still working with Marfat, an 
old partner of Shikshamitra. Their case is very interesting. This project works in the bidi (a 
type of cheap cigarette) making belt of Murshidabad, West Bengal. We were initially asked 
by the project to train its female workers by giving them basic training on accelerated 
reading/writing. These girls/women are non-school goers and they serve as workers in the 
bidi making businesses. After a successful training, Marfat came back and requested us to 
extend our training to the school going primary children. Marfat has their own tuition centers; 
however their children have problems with basic reading/writing skills. Shikshamitra helped 
the children studying in standards III-IV with subjects, Bangla and Math. We have already 
done one training and also a subsequent follow-up during last year with Marfat. Next in line 
is another training to be organized in the coming months.  
 
Q4. You mentioned in your report that you have been involved with Jagadish Bose 
National Science Talent Search (JBNSTS). Can you please elaborate on your 
involvement with JBNSTS? 
Their primary motive is to make science education popular among students in West Bengal. 
JBNSTS is an NGO but they also get a lot of Government funds. JBNSTS often invites us to 
organize workshops and sometimes they seek our opinion in program up gradations. This is 
an invitation only thing, and it is not something that Shikshamitra can proactively pursue. 
Although they work with college students, they understood that the promotion of science 
should start from school level, which is the reason why they work with children and NGOs 
like us. They basically invite children from several schools in one locality, the location can 
be anywhere in West Bengal. The time allotted to us to conduct the training varies, from half 
a day to two days, depending on the nature of the training. Some Asha volunteers, from US 
and India happen to be JBNSTS scholars. Padmanava, one of the Asha volunteers is a 
JBNSTS scholar.  
 
Q5. Padmanava, you are a JBNSTS scholar, how did you get involved with this 
program? 
Every year they provide scholarships to 20-25 students in science. I applied for one of the 
scholarships and was selected. However, I think besides providing scholarships they also 
have other programs to promote science.  
 
Q6. From what you said I understand that any school can participate in this program. 
However, I am not sure if unprivileged children can also get involved with this 
program? 
Many Government schools are involved with this program, and I personally know a school 
from Garfa, which has lots of underprivileged children taking part in this event. These 
children come from a similar background that we have at Shikshamitra. Any school, 
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interested in the program, irrespective of whether good or bad, rich or poor, village or urban 
can take part in the JBNSTS initiative.  
 
Q7. What is the status of your training program with Trinita? 
I think Trinita has not yet figured out the kind of training they would like to have. Sometimes, 
NGOs at the end of their financial year finds out that they have some funds left and they try 
to schedule a random training, to use up the money. For us it is difficult to do a training 
unless we get specific instructions about areas where the training is required. Also, we need 
more than a month’s notice to organize a training.  
 
Q8. One concern we have is how to create demand for the Shikshamitra-teacher 
training program among various Asha projects. I think you also share the same 
concern. Can you train projects from other states that have different vernacular 
language as their medium of instruction? 
When you are doing site visits you should talk about what can be done to improve the 
quality of education. Ask whether projects need inputs to make the situation better. As of 
now we don’t have the bandwidth to train projects using languages other than English, 
Bengali or Hindi. Over the years we have observed something that is common among 
teachers, especially from Government schools, that they are very reluctant to change their 
teaching methodologies. They usually are happy with the ways they teach and are not very 
keen on finding out ways to improve the teaching/learning experience. So, it is really 
important for volunteers doing site visits to ask the teachers if they are thinking about ways 
of bettering the teaching/learning situation and if Asha can help them in any way. 
 
Q9. We have a suggestion. How about sending interns who can read/write and 
understand various Indian languages to your program? They can help you translate 
the teaching/learning materials (TLM) that you have prepared into their languages. 
Once that is done they can do a Skype conference with Asha projects that use the 
same language, advertise the TLM that have been prepared and ask the project 
whether it would be interested in the training and the TLM.  
Yes, this is something doable. We can accept interns who will be willing to help us in 
translating the TLM. Accommodation/food will be provided for a 6-8 weeks internship 
program, and then the intern can help us in advertising the TLM to various projects through 
Skype conferences. In this way visibility of our program can be improved.  
 
Q10. Naresh Bala from Swami Vivekananda Youth Movement (SVYM) came to visit us 
and he showed us videos to illustrate that students get more involved with studies 
when simple interactive powerpoint presentations in laptops were used in the 
learning process. Can you introduce similar techniques to increase the interest 
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among students and demonstrate before the parents/teachers that the system works 
which hopefully will encourage teachers/parents to try innovative ways? 
Yes, that can certainly be done. However, we need a group of students to organize a 
demonstration on various teaching learning techniques. We have done this for the Mukti 
students. But we don’t get the students all the time while training teachers. If you can 
arrange to organize the teacher- training in the presence of a group of students we can do 
the demonstrations before the students and train the teachers simultaneously. 
 
Q11. Lots of Asha projects already have teacher-training programs. How the 
Shikshamitra teacher-training program is going to benefit them? 
Thanks to Right to Education (RTE) schools now have to deal with a lot of first generation 
school goers in an unprecedented rate; this situation is very different from what we had 
before. In such cases lot of socio-cultural differences exists among teachers and students, 
because teachers and students often come from different socio-economic strata, leading to 
behavioral and psyco-social issues. From our experiences we know that teachers and 
schools usually have difficulties dealing with such situations. Teachers fail to understand the 
needs of such children and the sensitivity to handle the situation is simply not there. 
Shikshamitra, over the years, has developed the expertise to handle such issues. We can 
offer training on these areas besides providing training on reading/writing/math courses.  
 
Q12. Can you please send us a one page document highlighting the areas of you 
expertise dealing with behavioral issues which we can add to the teacher-training 
brochure for advertisement purposes? 
Sure, we will send you one page with the details of the program. 
 
Q13. Let’s discuss the budget. You mentioned the room you have currently is small 
and that you might need a bigger room. Do you think you need more money for 
renting a bigger space? 
As of the financial year 2012-2013 we are fine. We are trying to move to less expensive 
location and if we need more money we shall let you know. For this year we would continue 
with the old budget. 
 
 
 

 

 


