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Ratanmani Vidyalaya is a primary school for children in rural Tripura that began as part of the Khoj 
project initiated by the Voluntary Health Association of Tripura in 1994. The school began as a non-
formal education centre and then evolved into a primary school with recognition from the Govern-
ment of Tripura. The school is located in Baishnabpur, a village about 20 kms from the border be-
tween India and Bangladesh.

My trip began with a flight from Chennai to Agartala, via Kolkata. There are not many options of 
travelling to Agartala apart from flying there. The railway network in the north east of India is sparse 
and train journeys are long, and most places require road travel from the main railway station. My 
flight landed at 10:30am and I was received at the airport by Dr. Sreelekha Ray, Executive Director 
of the Voluntary Health Association of Tripura. (VHAT owns a vehicle, and employs a driver, which 
allows employees to visit different parts of Tripura for interaction with project partners.) 

Our first stop was at a centre for orphaned children, run by VHAT, some kilometres outside Agar-
tala city centre, en route from the Agartala airport to the city. The centre shares compound space 
with an eye hospital also managed by VHAT. This centre is part of a child helpline for providing 
emergency medical treatment to children and for the rescue of children with no (known) parents. 
Dr. Ray introduced me to some of the volunteers at the centre and to a few children in residence at 
the centre. There were about 30 children residing at the centre when I visited. These children typi-
cally stay at the centre for 4-6 weeks before alternative accommodation can be found; some children 
are placed in orphanages, and a few children return to their parents. The average age of children in 
the centre was 5. It was shocking to discover (from Dr. Ray) that some of these young children are 
addicted to tobacco and bhang, and run away from the centre to satisfy their addictions. Most chil-
dren have no home but the street, and they may even prefer the streets to the centre. There was a 4-
year-old boy who had injured himself playing, who wanted to leave and had made attempts to climb 
the fence and escape from the centre although he had no home to return to (I was told). Dr. Ray also 
suspected that he was addicted to some narcotics. She indicated that they would like to screen some 
of the children arriving to the centre for HIV infections because of the high incidence of AIDS in 
Agartala. The child helpline project has been instituted in many states (of India) with support from 
the Government. In Tripura, the helpline is managed by VHAT. VHAT volunteers respond to tele-
phone calls across the state. Children requiring significant medical treatment and those with no 
guardians are brought to Agartala.

From the helpline centre, we went to VHAT head office in Agartala, where we had lunch. I was in-
troduced to other VHAT employees and volunteers, primarily Mr. Ajay Singh, who is in-charge of 
several VHAT efforts and reports directly to Dr. Ray. The VHAT office also has some hostel space 
that is rented out to visitors and generates some revenue for the organization. Additional space that 
belongs to VHAT has been rented out to the Bangladesh Visa Office in Agartala.

After lunch, Dr. Ray, Mr. Singh and I left for Baishnabpur, which is 100 kms from Agartala. We were 
accompanied by two volunteers working on a project to promote early identification of learning dis-
abilities. The road cuts through several hills and is poorly maintained as we neared Baishnabpur; the 
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journey was about 4 hours with one break. En route, Dr. Ray and Mr. Singh met the Superintendent 
of Police in Udaipur to brief him about a seminar that VHAT was organizing for the police about 
child trafficking along the border (VHAT coordinates a project to rescue victims of such activities). 
Along the way, we also passed Sabroom, the town closest to Baishnabpur, and where we were to stay 
for that night. Towards the end of the journey, the road runs alongside the India-Bangladesh border 
and we passed a Border Security Forces checkpoint where we had to declare our destination and re-
turn time. The BSF jawan knew about the school and VHAT, and did not need to question us more. 
A barbed wire fence had been constructed in parts to prevent illegal immigration, but the effort had 
been half-hearted and the fence was incomplete in many segments. It is unclear if this was because 
of poor planning or wasted allocation of funds.

By the time we reached Ratanmani Vidyalaya, the time was 5pm. August 26 was a Sunday but chil-
dren residing in the hostel were present at the school. Dr. Ray introduced me to the principal, Mr. 
Chandan Bhattacharjee, and other teachers at the school. We used the principal’s office for this 
hour-long meeting, and we were all served some tea at the time. All the teachers stay in the school 
and are wardens for the children that stay in the hostel. The teachers expressed their commitment 
to training the children and their own interest in getting further training as educators. Most of my 
communication was in Hindi, and Dr. Ray would translate to and from Bengali when needed. Two 
teachers are from the local tribes; one of them (Mr. Phani Bhushan Tripura teaches full-time and has 
been a VHAT volunteer for nearly 15 years, while the other is a former student of the school who 
works for Tripura Government and teaches part-time). The other teachers are from villages further 
away. Following this meeting, Dr, Ray and Mr. Bhattacharjee showed me the hostel building, the 
classrooms and the school grounds. 

There is ample space for the children to play outside of class hours. Many fruits (especially guavas) 
and vegetables are grown in the school. These are used for meals in the hostel, and excess produce is 
sold at the local market (held once a week in Baishnabpur) or to other VHAT projects. Fresh pro-
duce is a small source of income for the school. The school also owns some goats, which are reared 
primarily for meat — an expensive commodity in the region. Mr. Bhattacharjee is responsible for 
the agricultural produce and the livestock in addition to his duties as principal.

The next event was a cultural programme that the hostel children had practiced for. It was for my 
benefit, and at the same time for Dr. Ray’s. As Executive Director of VHAT, she oversees many ac-
tivities and visits Ratanmani Vidyalaya once in 3-4 weeks. This programme, with some Bengali (Ta-
gore) songs, songs from Tripura, and a traditional dance, drew much enthusiasm from the partici-
pants and other hostel children who formed the audience. Bengali is the primary medium of instruc-
tion at the school although most of the children are from the local tribes (Mog & Tripura [?]) and 
they have their own language too. The singing and dancing brightened up the evening; the classroom 
where the performances were held, however, had no electricity and the sources of light were a lan-
tern and some candles. It was remarkable to see the vigour with these young children participated in 
the acts. One girl, in particular, sang most of the songs. Dr. Ray informed me that she has completed 
Class VII; Ratanmani Vidyalaya offers classes I though V but this girl was attending the middle 
school in Sabroom but continued to stay in the hostel because she had no other place to stay in. In 
all, about 210 students attend the school, and a little more than 90 students stay in the hostel.

The song-and-dance routines were followed by dinner. The children ate in their hostel, and Dr. Ray, 
Mr. Singh and I were served dinner in a room near the kitchen. The food served to everyone was the 
same: rice, lentils (dal), some boiled vegetables, cucumber salad, and guavas. I believe some meat was 
also served to the children, but I declined. I found this simple meal to be filling and nutritious. 
VHAT, being a medical organization, has ensured that children are fed well-planned meals despite 
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the limited resources. None of the children at the hostel were malnourished; they were all energetic, 
and some quite mischievous. The children at the school are divided into groups (houses), and each 
group is responsible for several activities in the school in rotation. One such activity is helping with 
food preparation. Every day, two children assist the cook in preparing lunch and dinner by cleaning 
vessels, chopping vegetables, boiling water etc. The student groups are also responsible for the clean-
liness of the school premises.

Following dinner, Dr. Ray and I departed to Sabroom (20 minutes by road). Rooms had been booked 
for us at the Circuit House in Sabroom. The town does not draw many visits from government offi-
cials, it appears, because all the rooms were free at the time.

The next morning (August 27), after a quick breakfast at a roadside food stall, we returned to the 
school. Children were attending classes by the time we reached. Many children had walked  as much 
as 10 kilometres to reach the school, and in that terrain the walking time may be an hour or more. I 
sat through an English class and a Bengali class for Standard III students. Teaching styles varied, and 
I could find that the children respond differently to these approaches. The more interactive a class 
was, with children stepping up to the board to write sentences, the more attention everyone seemed 
to pay to the material. Most children seemed attentive, with the usual number of distracted stu-
dents. My presence in the classroom was a source of disruption too. The two hours I spent in the 
classroom was an opportunity to observe  the quality of teaching, and I was satisfied. The students 
were able to answer many questions and felt confident about their knowledge of the languages. 
There was a marked desire, at least on the part of the teachers, to improve their own English skills. 
At all times, it seemed clear that the students were disciplined and would respond to the instruc-
tions of the teachers inside and outside class.

I had an interest in visiting the village itself, and Dr. Ray and Mr. Phani Bhushan Tripura obliged by 
taking me through Baishnabpur. By some definitions, the village was not more than a collection of 
hovels with small paths between houses. The rains preceding my visit to Tripura had made a muddy 
mess of the walking routes. The village was poverty-stricken, with most villagers relying on part-time 
agricultural work. Sanitation was sorely lacking. In one of the houses, we came across a young girl 
(probably 10 years old) who had had an epileptic fit while cooking and had burns all over her right 
arm. She had received little medical attention and Dr. Ray immediately initiated the process of hav-
ing her moved to Agartala for treatment, possibly under the child helpline programme. On each of 
her visits to the school, Dr. Ray visits the village to assess medical needs. Phani Bhushan, who re-
sides in the village, also updates her regarding any imperative concerns. The conditions in the village 
were quite difficult. In comparison, villages in other states (Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, Haryana 
— which I have seen) seem remarkably developed. 

The Government of Tripura recently (past 18 months) constructed a building for a primary school 
within 5 minutes of Ratanmani Vidyalaya under the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan. As we went past the 
school, we found the children there playing and no teacher to supervise them. I learnt out that the 
teacher is there once or twice a week only. Many students were enrolled in this government school 
because of free supplies that were offered (school bag, umbrella, uniform) but the children drop out 
within a few months because no classes appear to be held. A few of them now attend Ratanmani Vi-
dyalaya.

Ratanmani Vidyalaya has been successful in retaining students for the entire five years of primary 
schooling, but that does not mean there are no dropouts. A few children we encountered in the vil-
lage were enrolled in the school but were evidently not at class. Some parents, extremely young 
themselves, had little understanding of schooling. My ignorance of Bengali was a major barrier to 
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communication. Though most of the villagers do not speak Bengali, my interaction with the school 
children would have been greater if I could have conversed in Bengali. Although the children were 
interested in a conversation, the limited comfort they had in English (and Hindi) restricted commu-
nication.

On completion of a loop around Baishnabpur, we returned to the main school building for lunch. I 
then bid goodbye to the teachers and some students before we (Dr. Ray, Mr. Singh and  I) left for 
Agartala. My flight out from Agartala was at 6:15pm, so we needed to leave at noon to reach the air-
port in time. 

We reached Agartala in good time, and I continued discussions with Dr. Ray at the VHAT head of-
fice for an hour. Dr. Ray showed me the monthly reports and plans that the teachers are required to 
submit. The lesson plans and objectives were clearly articulated and achievements in the previous 
month also indicated. VHAT maintains detailed financial accounts and expenses of Ratanmani Vidy-
alaya are carefully maintained. The fact that VHAT is able to employ an accountant helps the school 
finances stay transparent. Dr. Ray and I also talked about other projects that VHAT was involved in, 
and the non-educational activities that need financial support. At the childcare centre near Agartala, 
for instance, VHAT is considering a vermi-composting project. At Ratanmani Vidyalaya, there is also 
the possibility of growing agar trees. Agar oil is an ingredient in many fragrances, and could be a 
route to limited financial independence for the school. The trees, however, take many years to grow 
and agar yields are not consistent.

At 4:45pm, we left the office for the airport and reached about 5:20pm, just in time for my flight. 
The flight to Delhi marked the end of a long journey, and the start of another, back to Canada.

Observations not covered in the main narrative

I found the staff at Ratanmani Vidyalaya and VHAT to be very motivated and committed to the dif-
ferent causes they were involved in. The teachers were earnest and made extensive efforts to retain 
children and impress upon them the value of the education they were getting. In Tripura, students 
completing Class VIII are eligible for employment in some government offices and even that is en-
couragement for them. Some students who finished Class V at Ratanmani Vidyalaya completed Class 
X from Sabroom High School (and a few other high schools near Sabroom) and are employed by the 
Tripura Government. Given the difficult circumstances in Baishanbpur and the South Tripura region, 
this livelihood option is attractive to many children. The teachers and Dr. Ray do encourage some 
students to study further. Financial support for college is hard to come by, and that hinders higher 
education.

Visiting Tripura revealed an India that has not changed in nearly two decades. I lived in Mizoram for 
two years between 1987 and 1989, and the North East of India has not changed much in all these 
years. Comparisons with the dramatic changes in other parts of the country suggest a staggering dif-
ference in developmental efforts. North East India is also one of the more expensive regions to live 
in because of the high transportation costs involved in procuring goods and produce. The agricul-
tural lands, although fertile and well-fed by rains, are limited because the topography prevents large 
fields. Paddy cultivation is limited to certain regions, and most grains have to be brought from West 
Bengal, and to a lesser extent, Assam. Food, as a result, is not inexpensive in the state. The contribu-
tion from the Tribal Welfare Board etc. for daily meals does not meet the requirements of the school.

Tripura itself has been through years of strife, mainly due to conflicts between the indigenous tribes 
and many Bengali immigrants who are [relatively] new to the region. North Tripura continues to see 
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sporadic violence. There may still be a distrust of Bengalis by the tribes, although I could not sense 
it at the school, where most of the teachers are Bengali.

I even expected Tripura to have become a tourist destination for Indians from other parts of the 
country, but that has not happened. Jet Airways, Kingfisher Airlines and Deccan Airlines, in addition 
to Indian Airlines, operate daily flights from Kolkata to Agartala. This has increased travel for the 
rich from Tripura but there is relatively little inflow from tourists. (In 1989, Vayudoot — no longer in 
existence — and Indian Airlines were the only airlines operating to Agartala.)

There also appears to have been a systematic destruction of natural forests for rubber plantations. 
One might argue that rubber might boost the local economy, but rubber plants are not local to the 
region and these plantations have had significant impact of the plant diversity in the state, including 
several portions on the route between Agartala and Baishnabpur. Many farmers sold their lands, or 
began rubber cultivation, which has not given them expected returns.

The implementation of Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan has been tragically flawed, as is well known by now. 
My visit to Tripura allowed me to see an example of such carelessness first-hand.

I was extremely impressed with all the activities of the Voluntary Health Association of Tripura. Dr. 
Ray’s involvement in many diverse projects has brought lots of perspective, I think, to managing the 
school and in maintaining it. 

For Ratanmani Vidyalaya itself, I think some efforts can be taken to improve conditions and help 
them attain a greater degree of self-sustenance. The hostel is at full capacity and an additional room 
will be of great benefit. Having seen the terrain and the difficulties navigating the region, students 
will be better served if they can reside in the hostel. The classrooms could also be electrified, at least 
partially, to help students read in the evenings, especially during the winter months. A private donor 
from Italy has contributed to the construction of an additional hall that will be used for larger 
classes and for functions. Construction is expected to begin on that hall soon. Meat and eggs fetch 
excellent prices in that region, and despite my reservations about the business, it may be in the interest of 
the school to rear animals for meat. Currently the principal is responsible for animal rearing but he is 
stretched for time. An additional employee, who can be charged with that task alone, would be a 
great help because more animals can be tended to: for milk, for eggs and for meat. Monthly salaries 
are still low, and Rs. 1500 a month as salary for someone raising animals may bring in much needed 
revenue. (A better cost-benefit analysis needs to be done, and I can work with Dr. Ray on this possi-
bility.)

Teacher training should be encouraged, to improve teaching skills and the knowledge base of the 
teachers. We (Dr. Ray, the teachers and I) considered the utility of computers for the children but 
the general response from the teachers was that better English training would serve primary school 
students more than access to computers. The teachers were extremely frank in their opinions on this 
matter. Their dedication is impressive and the school needs to retain these teachers; the paucity of 
good teachers is probably the greatest concern for primary education in India. The region where 
Ratanmani Vidyalaya operates is extremely under-developed. There is no telephone connection in 
Baishnabpur. The nearest telephone connections are in Sabroom. Cellular phone signals are ex-
tremely weak in Baishnabpur and Sabroom, and I was unable to make any calls till I returned to 
Agartala.

I am extremely impressed by Dr. Ray’s enthusiasm and energy. She has ensured that the school re-
mains transparent and accountable. Her attention to detail is excellent, and her efforts are inspiring.
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As an overall evaluation, Ratanmani Vidyalaya and VHAT are performing a tremendous task. I be-
lieve Asha should continue to support Ratanmani Vidyalaya. They [the school] can gain a lot from 
extra infrastructure and teacher training. The economic condition in Tripura does not lead me to 
believe that they can find many local donors but our close involvement in their activities may suggest 
more avenues for fund generation that will reduce dependence on Asha support. I will make an ef-
fort to visit the school again on my next visit to India. It would be better to have a native Bengali 
speaker visit the school, with me or separately, to talk to the children and to the teachers in more 
detail. Some of the VHAT projects, such as the vermi-composting plans, and education for the chil-
dren rescued through the child helpline, are in need of financial backing as well. Other organizations 
such as AID may be interested in supporting some of these projects.

This is a draft of the site visit report, and may undergo some additions. It is hoped that we can reach out to other 
Asha chapters for additional funds, if needed.
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