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Yesterday, my mother and I had the privilege and pleasure to pay a visit to the two centres of the Vivekananda Education Society for Children (VESC). As many are aware, VESC has been conducting outstanding work for more than a decade for the uplift and education of child labourers in the vicinity of Narendrapur at Jagaddal and Sonarpur, in the outskirts of Kolkata. Thanks to the relentless hard work of its committed band of teachers, volunteers and donors (ASHA for Education, Amar and Tapati Lahiri [parents of Jhumpa Lahiri], ASTI via Ms. Barbara Piner, Sumit Sarkar, N. Ravisekhar Raju, Sujoy Ghosh, SKI, Prithvi, to name a few), close to 300 children are now the beneficiaries of VESC’s work. 
During our visit, we first met with Swami Devendrananda, VESC’s advisor, whose spirit and vision has over time seeped into the minds and hearts of all those connected with this project. We accompanied him to the first site, Jagaddal, and got a wonderful tour of its premises, including the new building that was inaugurated in October 2008. The new building houses a prayer hall, a library, a kitchen, a dining hall, and most importantly, a vocational training centre that imparts training in traditional weaving, pickles and jam making, and so forth. The older building continues to house classrooms, and there we met the children that were attending their classes. As before, what struck us was that the children were bright-eyed, fresh-faced, well-kempt, and well-mannered; VESC, in keeping with its vision and aspiration, was transforming them into productive future citizens, one child at a time. We were told that the current enrolment at the Jagaddal centre is in the range of 140 students with an average attendance rate of 80% (many of their families had been severely affected by Cyclone Aila that had blown through precisely this part of West Bengal just four days ago, so attendance was in the range of 50-60 that day). The current staff strength at the centre to look after the students and the facility is 8. 
From there, we proceeded to the Sonarpur centre of the VESC. We met with the teachers most of whom have been here since the inception more than a decade ago. The school building here too looks very nice with its handsome and robust statue of Vivekananda in front. Classes were in progress for Nursery, Class I, II, III, and IV. As in the other centre, the children were active, engaged, and happy as they went about their class work and other activities. We took pictures of the children and with the children. We were told that the current enrolment at the Sonarpur centre is in the range of 150 students with an average attendance rate of 80%. The current staff strength at the centre to look after the students and the facility is also 8. Every year about 25-30 students are graduating out of VESC and entering the formal schooling system in neighbouring government schools. The school admission fee, usually in the range of Rs 600-750, is being borne by VESC to minimize dropouts. This is bearing fruit and happily, 90% of those that have left VESC to join the formal education system have remained in school and continued their education and journey of transformation. This is a matter of great accomplishment for VESC. 
We took the opportunity to discuss with the teachers what was going well, and what needed improvement. There was unanimous acknowledgement that the parental awareness of schooling had increased considerably in the vicinity, children were benefitting immensely from this alternative education and rehabilitation mechanism promoted by VESC, and child labour itself was on the decline. There was also satisfaction that the VESC infrastructure in terms of buildings, mid-day meals, computers, and vocational education was paying dividends. In terms of areas of improvement, some needs were expressed at the Sonarpur centre about the lack of easy access to clean drinking water (they need to dig a deep tube well), the need for additional space in terms of a room on the first floor to expand the range of activities and accommodate all the children more comfortably, and the need for some additional funds for dresses and notebooks. 
In our discussions with Swamiji, it also came up that while the capital investments at this point have largely been addressed through the generosity of donors and donor agencies, the challenge now has shifted to sustaining the operational costs of the infrastructure at Jagaddal and Sonarpur. While some donors have been helping, VESC needs steady and ongoing funding to continue the operational expenses that have steadily risen over time due to inflation as well as its own expansion. 
Based on all the conversations, it appears that focus is needed in three areas. First, it is really important that the generosity shown thus far towards VESC by donors and funding agencies continue unabated. The project needs all the help it can get and any welcome enhancements in the funding pattern or quantum will only ease the burden of operational expenses and accelerate the success of VESC’s mission. Second, contributions in kind such as generous donations of library books, notebooks, clothing, and so forth from individuals will be most helpful. Third, sponsorships to address specific, one-time needs such as digging a tube well, healthcare services for particular students with ailments, and so forth will be most beneficial. 
Overall, it was a great visit and a truly wonderful way to lift one’s spirit. I encourage all those involved with VESC from the far corners of the world to pay a site visit whenever they can. A great environment has been created by VESC for children who otherwise are not on society’s radar. In doing so, VESC is empowering a ‘missing generation’ of Indian children to stand on their own feet, find their own voice, and fill their life with meaning and purpose. 
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