Site Visit Report to SWIRD Pre-Primary Schools 

By: Yatendra Kumar Singh

On: June 08, 2009

Location: Pulsita

SWRID is running ten pre-primary schools, called Balwadi, located in ten villages spread over a wide area. Most of them are located in interior area. I visited five out of ten schools run by SWIRD. 

On June 05, I called Mr. Prabhat Ranjan Choudhury, advisor to SWIRD, to decide the date and time of the site visit. He expressed his readiness and allowed me to decide the date. As I wanted to visit during the school time, I decided to visit on the morning of Monday, June 08, 2009. I also enquired about the route that I will have to take to reach the site location. I was advised to come by local train from Kharagpur and get down at Bhogpur railway station. Though the SWIRD is currently based in Pulsita village, most of the schools being run by it are in Bhogpur area. 

I reached Bhogpur railway station at 8.30AM on June 08. Mr. Choudhury, accompanied by three more people, was there to receive me at the station. The other three were Mr. Subrato Das, friend of Mr. Choudhury, invited especially to help him communicate with me better, and two field monitors cum social animators – Mrs. Bishnupriya Pramanik and Mrs. Dipali Jana.
From the station I was taken to the nearest school – Bhogpur Saradamoyee Balwadi Center. There were about fifteen students, aged 2 to 5 both boys and girls in good ratio. On instruction from their teacher, Mrs. Anupama Bera, they greeted us on our arrival. A few students recited poems and narrated stories. They also displayed their very good knowledge of numbers and English alphabets that they had been learning in the schools. Bengali, their mother tongue, was the other language that they were taught. The school seemed quite successful in imparting very basic knowledge to pre-school children and gave them a strong foundation for future full-fledged schooling. I was told that despite the willingness and great demand from local guardians to send their children to the school, they have had to refuse admitting many new students. The prime reason was acute shortage of space, which was very much evident during the visit. The school is currently running in a very small space generously provided by one of the villagers in his house, which itself is small. The space can barely accommodate fifteen students. 
After spending around half an hour at the Bhogpur School, we moved to the next nearest school – Kishorchawk Kalpana Chowla Balwadi Centre, located some 4 km from the previous one. This school is being run in a bamboo makeshift hut on a roadside land temporarily donated by the local village panchayat. Area wise it is bigger than the Bhogpur School but difficult to run during the rainy season, especially during moderate to heavy rain. The school has around 30 students coming from poor families. We were greeted and students displayed their knowledge acquired from their teacher Mrs. Hazara. The age group and sex composition were the same as in the pervious school except that there was a student of age 8 years. He belonged to a very poor family and his parents had requested that he be admitted to this pre-primary school because they are completely incapable of paying the fees for a regular school and hence cannot send him to a school. In this school, he will at least become literate. Apparently, this is going to be his first and last school. Given the poor economic status of that region, this certainly will not be the last case. 
The next and third school that we visited was – Kodalia Gandhiburi Balwadi Center, located some 5 km from the previous one. This school has more than 20 students. The school is housed in a small room in a villager’s house. Mrs. Suraiya Bibi, the teacher, was teaching the class and explaining Bengali alphabets using the plastic molded alphabets. She was using the wall of the house to write down as the backboard broke off into pieces recently. 
The fourth school that we visited was – Nandaigajan Ayesha Balwadi Center. The school has around 25 students. The classes are taken by Mrs. Rehana Bibi. This school, unfortunately, doesn’t have any housing. It is being run under open sky or under tree sheds. The students were taught in their mother tongue, Bengali. They, like the students at the other schools, displayed their good knowledge of basic language and math.
As the school running timing was coming to an end, we decided to visit one more and last school – Bardabar Sitala Balwadi Center. This school, like the previous one, has no man made shed; the school was running under the shade of a Banyan tree. The teacher, Mrs. Durga Ojha, was teaching the students using songs and dance.
It was around 12 noon, almost half an hour past the usual time all the schools close. I was offered to visit the remaining schools too. Because it was too late and students would have to be kept waiting well beyond their usual end (chhutti) time, I decided to end the school visit program with this.
In all the schools that we visited, students sit on floor mat or on big plastic sheets. 
After the school visit program, I visited a small piece of land that has been procured by SWIRD for its office building. Currently, the SWIRD is being managed from the house of one of its members. This proposed SWIRD office site is located very near to a 10th standard all girls school located in Deulia. The principal (whose name I can’t recall) of the school invited us to her office and told us about a recent funding from a Kolkata business house for constructing a new block for the school. She talked about the efforts of Mr. Choudhury in bringing this funding and detailed some of the other difficulties that they are facing. She urged Mr. Choudhury to help sort out some of these and expressed her wish to see the SWIRD office materialize soon so that they can work together towards providing better education in the local area.
We finally left the SWIRD office site to the current SWIRD office housed in its secretary’s house in Pulsita village. We all were offered lunch. After lunch around 2.00PM, I was dropped to Mecheda railway station where I took the return train to Kharagpur.
