Dec. ’03 visit to VESC

I was at VESC on the 12th, 13th of December during my trip to India this winter. I’ve divided this report in 2 parts, the first of which is an account of my visit to the 2 schools and the second, which deals with the takeaways from this visit.
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I reached the RK Mission at Narendrapur at around 1 PM, after having lunch at SKI’s home in Kolkata.  Swamiji had arranged for my accommodation at the RK Mission.  After freshening up and meeting with Swamiji (who unfortunately wasn’t keeping well due to a gastric infection), I headed off to the Jagaddal school accompanied by Uttam and Azhar. 

Jagaddal

The afternoon session was on (in a manner of speaking since regular activities had stopped during my visit) and there were about 18-20 senior (class 2+) students there and another 15-20 junior (nursery, class 1) students in another room.  I was quite pleased to see that the bulk of construction at Jagaddal had been completed and that only the finishing, water, and sanitation work needed to be done.  The school had come a long way since my first visit to VESC back in the summer of 2000.  Uttam and Azhar took me around the school building and told me about the remaining work, etc.  
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After the short tour I came back to the classroom and spoke with some of the children.  I asked some of the children
 about their parents, their thoughts on VESC, what they were learning here, etc.  I spoke with Rekha, Rani, Mamuni, Pooja, Natima, and Noor.  All the children were happy there and when probed on the reasons behind their happiness, they all spoke about the nice surroundings, the teachers, the food, etc.  Most of the girls wanted to become teachers when they grow up!  I also had a chance to speak with two of the VESC graduates (Lalitha and Tuli), who are now in 7th std. at the local Govt. school, and they were also quite happy with VESC.  Some of these girls are staying at VESC since they are orphans or have parents who can’t support them at home.  One of the rooms in the school has been converted to a residential place for 7 girls and their caretaker.

After this the students left the room and I spent some time with the teachers.  I remembered Reba and Soma Naskar from my previous visit.  The 2 other teachers here were Sabina Khatun and Momita Mukherjee.  Both are Higher Secondary pass and teach a no. of subjects.  I asked how the teachers felt about VESC and their mood was definitely better, given the new building for VESC.  I also tried to get some data from them to gauge the school’s effectiveness: how many children come to school, how many enroll in the local school after VESC, etc.?  I also checked the attendance records which showed total enrollment of about 65 (35 students in nursery, 7 each in class 1, 2, and 6 each in class 3, 4).  Of these, about 40-50 are in school on any given day.  

After the routine data collection, the teachers and I had a very candid conversation about VESC, their needs, Asha’s perspective etc.  The teachers expressed a need for training, a hostel, library, and a local tour for the students.  When prodded they also raised the issue of compensation.  I gave them Asha’s perspective at this point: that we could never compensate them to match the govt. pay scales.  The teacher’s were ok with this; they would like a little bit more money, but aren’t looking to leave VESC for better pay.  I also mentioned that Asha’s spent a lot of money on the school construction and that at this point we would like to see some returns on our investment before we spent more money for salaries, infrastructure etc.  

The conversation shifted now to the future at Jagaddal.  Upon my questioning the teacher’s mentioned that there were potentially about 300-400 children in the locality who needed VESC’s help.  I contrasted this with the current levels of enrollment and attendance, especially at the class 2-4 levels.  The teachers agreed that they needed to bring these numbers up.  We spoke a little bit about reducing the drop out rates and increasing enrollment through noon meals schemes, taking care of parents’ money issues, visiting parents, vocational training, etc.  Finally, the teachers wanted to know more about the US, my life there, my marriage etc. and hoped that my wife could be there at my next visit to VESC.

I summarized our conversation and set out 3 goals for the Jagaddal teachers:

1. Survey locality to estimate need for VESC’s services

2. Increase nursery enrollment and reduce dropouts at VESC

3. Find out about drop outs from the local govt. school system and reduce this as well

The teachers seemed to accept these goals and Uttam was volunteered to take care of these issues.  

I headed back to the RK Mission after this and spoke with Swamiji for an hour or so about my visit.  We spoke about the compensation issue (which Swamiji’s dealt with previously), the future goals for the Jagaddal school, his thoughts on the teachers, their ideas, etc.  

The next morning I visited Jagaddal to speak with some of the parents.  Swamiji was feeling well enough to accompany me this time.  Uttam, Azhar, Antua, Dr. Saha, and Saikatda were also there this morning.  At Jagaddal I spoke with the 9 parents who were there, they all had between 2-5 children, some of whom were in VESC.  The rest of their children were older and working or, in a few cases, went to the local govt. school.  Most of the parents mentioned that they wouldn’t send their children to school if VESC wasn’t around since they couldn’t afford it.  

After this the children put up a short dance show and then we left to visit the Sonarpur school (dropping off Swamiji, Dr. Saha, and Saikatda at RK Mission).

Sonarpur

The teachers at the Sonarpur school were quite organized.  When we arrived, the children were in one room waiting for their lunch, another room was cleaned out and setup for my visit, and a third room was full of parents. The parents of 26 children were waiting there! They had come to collect their children from VESC but were asked to wait since I had expressed a desire to speak with them.  In contrast to Jagaddal, most of the parents at Sonarpur had only 1-3 children, all going to school (at VESC or the local govt. school).  Answering my question about the value of VESC, they mentioned that the noon meal scheme, free education, and care were the reasons why they sent their children here.  However, they were quite clear that even without VESC they would have found some means to send their children to school.
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After the session with the parents, I went around the building (much bigger than Jagaddal) and looked at the various rooms.  Antua and Rinadi took me to the terrace to show the pond at the back of the plot, which was causing problems with sanitation.  This is a major issue since the school can’t have running water until the sanitation problem is solved. After the tour I sat down for a very large lunch very similar to the meal provided to the children earlier.  After lunch I spoke with a few of the students (Poornima, Mampi, Bapu, Ganesh, and Sarkar).  The children here were also quite happy and most wanted to be teachers when they grew up.  There was one student (Sarkar) who expressed a desire to be a businessman, which definitely meets with my approval!  
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After this the students left the room and I spent some time with the teachers.  I first checked the attendance records which showed total enrollment of about 88 (32 students in nursery 1, 18 in nursery 2, 13 in class1, 12 in class 2, 8 in class 3, and 5 in class 4).  Unlike in Jagaddal, the drop off in enrollment at Sonarpur was caused by children joining the govt. school.  I remembered Tapati, Shibita, Rina Ghosh, and Rina Majumdar from my previous visit.  The 2 teachers who’d joined since then Mahua Mandal (B.A. pass) and Putul Naskar (6th standard, vocational training).  The mood of the teachers here was also pretty good given the new building and the amenities.  We spoke quite candidly about the future of Sonarpur and VESC.  The teachers said that they would like the school to go up to the 8th std.  I mentioned that Asha didn’t want to replicate the govt. school system given the huge infrastructure costs involved in setting up schools.  The teachers were amenable to this and seemed to be content to play an enabling role, with VESC supporting the local govt. school system.  The teachers also spoke about some children facing parental problems and maybe needing a hostel (like at Jagaddal), visiting parents, etc.   The teachers here also spoke about having a library and vocational training.  The school has some material for weaving, tailoring, but most of it was damaged during the move from one location to another.  After some prodding the Sonarpur teachers also brought up the issue of remuneration, for which I gave the same answer as I’d given at Jagaddal.  Again, while the teachers would like more money, they aren’t looking to leave for better pay.  

The conversation then shifted around to the interaction between the Jagaddal and Sonarpur schools.  I mentioned that the Sonarpur school seemed better organized and had more children.  How could Sonarpur’s learnings be passed on to Jagaddal?  Apparently I touched a raw nerve, since there was a lot of animated conversation after this.  Swamiji had tried this earlier, exchanging a few teachers between the schools and things didn’t work out well.  

At the end of this visit, I had thought of a few goals for the Sonarpur teachers, though I didn’t get to share this with them since it was getting late (especially for the teachers who hadn’t eaten as yet).  We left Sonarpur and headed back to the RK Mission.  

1. Find out about drop outs from the local govt. school system and reduce this 

2. Start vocational training and some income generation scheme

3. Think of means to enable the Jagaddal school to achieve results similar to Sonarpur

Swamiji & VESC

That night I spoke with length with Swamiji about my observations from the visits, about the construction, his health, etc.  Swamiji mentioned that the teachers need to feel more like owners and take on more responsibilities.  I had reinforced this as well, asking the teachers to take the steps required to improve VESC (like starting a library for example) and not to wait for Swamiji to initiate things.  Swamiji and I also spoke about the remuneration issue; we felt that giving a small annual raise to keep track with inflation would be appropriate.  I also gave Swamiji Rs. 2,500, part of which was for arranging a day trip for all the children, teachers, with the rest to be used as a bonus for the teachers if they do show some initiative over the next couple of months.  I did mention that the issue of teachers showing initiative and not just treating VESC as some regular job is a big concern, since I wasn’t too certain about the quality of teaching or the work done by some of the people at VESC.  Another concern was the sharing of skills and ideas across Jagaddal and Sonarpur; there were strong differences between the teachers of the respective schools and it would take a lot of Swamiji’s effort to manage the interactions.  

The biggest concern and conversation point was the need to build VESC’s organizational capabilities.  Swamiji’s ill health had forced us to think about this.  He also mentioned that the whole building construction work had taken a lot out of him, since it required very detailed involvement on his part to keep the work going, juggling the different contractors, and to manage the finances.
  We discussed means by which Swamiji could get some help – hire a professional social worker, get some retired person to coordinate activities, ask some of the other RK Mission employees, or to give more responsibility to Uttam or Azhar.  I told Swamiji that I’m definitely in favour of the latter option but that I’d also ask the Asha Kolkata volunteers to keep an eye out for retired people with who would be interested in such work.  At any rate, Swamiji and I were on the same page about the need for having someone else help Swamiji coordinate VESC’s activities.  

I left Narendrapur the next morning, met with Saswata Basu and Niraj Agarwal from Asha Kolkata in the afternoon, and was back in Delhi at night.  All in all it was a very successful trip.  I got to see first hand the progress that’s been made in the 3 years since I last visited VESC.  More importantly, I also have a good sense now for the challenges that face VESC and the Asha *s in our ongoing journey.

Takeaways

Immediate needs –We need to quickly send VESC $10k to finish construction before the monsoons. 

Longer term – We need to solve 3 different problems:

1. How do we educate more children and get them into the govt. schools (Jagaddal)?

At Jagaddal the problem is one of not enough children going to school due to parental apathy and poverty.  This requires parental visits by teachers and a better understanding of why children are not sent to school.  VESC may need to expand the hostel and maybe even provide a crèche so that children don’t accompany their parents to work.  The teachers also need to estimate the need for VESC’s services in the locality and develop the means to attract more children to the school.

2. How do we support students who are already going to govt. schools (Sonarpur)?

The parents at Sonarpur are quite clear about the need for education and are using the govt. education infrastructure.  Given this, there is no point focusing more on regular schooling at Sonarpur.  The focus has to be on curriculum and activities that complement the regular school system (noon meals, arts, music, environment, civic sense, vocational training, etc.).  The teachers need to be aware of this and need to have the ability to impart this kind of education.

3. How do we build VESC’s organization so that it isn’t so dependent on one person?

Swamiji is now willing to delegate more work to Uttam and Azhar.  However, both of them don’t have enough experience coordinating activities and will need some mentoring, which I’m hoping Swamiji can provide.  Uttam and Azhar (or anyone else who takes on more of the coordinating role) also need to think more strategically, in terms of what problems VESC is trying to solve, and be more PR savvy (like Swamiji) in establishing relationships with local benefactors.  Finally, the teachers have to take on more of an ownership role and start activities on the library, excursions etc. on their own without waiting for direction from someone.

� The Teachers always have a few star students who usually come forward (or are brought forward) to speak with me.  I also tried to speak with some of the quieter students to get a better sample of how the school was doing. 


� I met with Sanjay, a municipal engineer, who had helped Swamiji out with some of the construction details.  Sanjay had pointed out the danger of water seepage in Sonarpur due to the pond behind the school.  It was clear that Swamiji was glad for Sanjay’s help with the construction effort. 





