Site visit report: Oct 14th 2008  by Debashree Bagchi Ganguly
We visited BGUS and two pre-primary schools (out of a total off ten run by BGUS). The schools are in two villages, Ichhapur and Kashipur, where the primary mode of livelihood is farming, weaving and labor. 
Visit Type: We informed them the evening before the visit. We visited them on a school holiday (the autumn/fall breaks) hence they could not show us the school in operation. However, the teachers came to work on the holiday just to discuss with us, while a few of the students came to the school building. 
Agenda and Description:

· BGUS: We met Mr. S.C. Pal, Mr. Chakrabarty,(coordinators) and Ms. Jayanti Devi (a supervisor of teachers with a B.Ed. degree) at the BGUS office. Their attitude was very welcoming and friendly and we were shown the office building, nursing school, soil testing lab, and the library. The office building was in relatively good condition and housed a nursing hostel and school on the second floor. The library was well maintained but rather small and in need of new books / editions. The office building had a computer and related equipments. At the office, we also saw some examples of question papers used for student examinations. In addition, they also showed us records of previous funding received from other agencies. 
· Staff Meeting: The teachers of the different schools (for pre-primary education) and coaching centers (for older students going to high school) discussed various issues. We were made aware of the conditions on the ground, including the fact that all the teachers taught with minimum remuneration.  
· Ichhapur Pre-Primary School Visit: The school is a 10-year old brick building with two rooms and one small playground in the front and one toilet in a corner. The two teachers of the pre-primary school and some of the students were present to meet us. The students recited a few poems and the Bengali alphabet. We learnt that the mothers typically come to help in the running of the school. A meal is provided by BGUS but with considerable help from mothers, who do all the cooking and occasionally bring the actual food from their homes. During the farming season, the mothers have to be out in the field and cannot help the school. 
· Kashipur Pre-Primary School Visit: Most of the conditions were almost the same as before except this is a one-room 7-year old building. Here we saw some current students and teachers, as well as some pass-outs from the school; the pass-outs are currently at the primary or middle schools. Many of the villagers gathered around to talk with us, who mentioned to us that BGUS helps as much as possible in terms of socio-economic conditions. A few of the kids recited poems in English and Bengali. 
Problems and Issues (mentioned by teachers and staff):

· Major repairs are needed to maintain the school buildings (including sanitation) and the small playground (e.g., slides, merry-go-rounds, tricycles and such, which are mostly lying in unusable conditions) for the kids. The total budget for the repair of the playground paraphernalia would be at least Rs. 1.5 lakhs for all ten schools combined. 
· The teacher-student ratio in the pre-primary classes (KG, KGI, and KGII) should be raised from 20:1 to 15:1 for more effective teaching.

· There is a demand for increasing the number of students per family. However, current facilities limitations mean that only one kid per family can be admitted. This results in a total of 260 students. 

· The computer machine in the office is old and needs to be upgraded.

· The coaching centers would benefit if the number of teachers were increased. 

· The buildings need repair; sometimes rain water comes in during the monsoon.

· More and current editions (current editions apply for higher education books only) of books in the libraries would help in community education, which in turn would require a larger library room.

· One major concern was given inadequate guidance, coaching, books and such, while the schools were barely making the kids literate, they could hardly hope to take part in the more competitive entrance examinations later.
·  A major change in syllabus, while necessary, would require appropriate resources.
Suggestions (from the visiting team):

· More frequent visits and/or assignment of coordinator from the sponsor site who can get a better feel for the ground reality through surprise visits. There were a few comments we overheard from villagers and others (e.g., the schools were not really that regular and there was en element of a “show” put on for external visitors) about which made us feel the need to investigate further. We could not be sure from our brief visit if the comments were just general grumblings of the few disgruntled elements (which may well be the case, since most of the villagers seemed vocal in their support) or represented any underlying truth. No direct action should be taken based on these comments. However, there is just a need to investigate further, maybe through a few surprise visits by a local coordinator, just to be sure.   
· In line with the above problem, the financial reports and attendance registers should be scrutinized a bit more. In particular, BGUS should be asked to provide more details on their financial spending, including bills / receipts. We have already communicated this need to BGUS and they have agreed to comply.
· The teaching materials, which they mentioned cost a significant chunk, needs to be listed and receipts provided. We did not have the time to check these in detail. However, a checklist has been sent to BGUS and they have agreed to respond.

· Medical facilities and nutrition budgets need to be checked. We could not do that given the time.

· In general, bills and receipts, as well as lists of costs and expenditures, need to be maintained and sent to Asha electronically or otherwise. This will help BGUS organize their finances as well as Asha to explain to our sponsors about the money spent. 
The above issues have been discussed with BGUS and they have agreed to send us the relevant details during their next budget proposal.
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