Swanirvar site visit – 13 Jan, 2004

On the 12th of January, 2004, I talked to Sujit da (Sujit Sinha – the coordinator and one of the people involved in starting Swanirvar) about my visit. He was going to go there on the 13th too. He gave me the directions (which is also on the web) on how to reach Andharmanik, where the main office of Swanirvar is. I decided to go there by car. My father came along. We started at 7:00am on the 13th from Rishra, in Hooghly District. It took us 3 hours of bumpy ride and a few stops for directions to reach Andharmanik. At one point, quite close to the village, we stopped to get the directions. Sujit da, who was behind our car in a Tata Sumo for some time, came to our car and introduced himself. From there we followed his car and reached the center. 

Some information and observations about this place: It is very close to the Bangladesh border in the North 24 Parganas district. The Muslim population hence is much larger in the villages here than in the Calcutta area. The roads in the interior were quite good and the surroundings were very clean. A very pleasant change from the city. I saw children in school uniforms on their way to school. It was around 9:30 am, which is the usual school starting time. Surprisingly there were more girls than boys amongst them. 

Swanirvar’s office is located in a very nice building, next to a pond. This land, the land for the schools and funds for constructing this building were given by a member of the “Friends of Swanirvar” based in U.K. The building and the area was very clean, not a trace of garbage on the roads ( I wish the people in the cities would learn from them ). The trees trunks were freshly painted with white-red. There had been a micro-finance meeting a couple of days ago which was attended by around 600 women, officers of the UCO bank, the BDO and others. 

Sujit da introduced me to Prashant who is the Primary school supervisor, Salauddin, the pre-primary supervisor and a few more people involved with the organization. Sujit da had to attend a meeting of the pre-primary teachers and he was sorry that he couldn’t come with me to show the schools, but asked Prashant da to take me to the schools. Before we left, he asked me to come to the meeting room to meet the teachers. On mentioning that I was from Asha, many of them nodded with a smile. They were meeting there to talk about ways to strengthen the policies and their effective implementation by the  VECs (Village Educational Councils) and the gram panchayats. Since both of these are controlled by the government, the policy implementation is very weak. There were almost 30 people in that room from the nearby villages. 

It was almost 11 when we started for the first school, which is situated in Chandalati. On the way, Prashant da talked about how it all started and what is new. The children of this school were doing a project on the harmful effects of plastics. We could see, ingenious dustbins - a sack hanging around a tyre, hung on bamboos, for plastic garbage. There were slogans on the wall to inform people and exhorting them to use paper instead of plastics. In the school most of the students were in their classes. Their chappals were neatly lined outside. Class I and II were in the first floor and III and IV were in the second floor. First we went to Class I. They were learning maths. Prashant da asked, who would want to show their addition skills and hands went up. 2 of them came up to write down the problems on the board and 2 more came to solve them. The students were very disciplined, I don’t know if they had been instructed to be so, but I doubt it. Then we went to class II. They were also learning maths. Our visit interrupted them. They were learning problem-solving. The problem was written in words and they had to copy it and solve it. In class III, the geography class was in progress. The students were engrossed in drawing the map of their village. When asked to explain where is what, they did it with élan. They had a better sense of direction than I have! 

Prashant da pointed out that most of the subjects are taught in relevance to their surroundings and daily life. They encourage the children to involve their parents by asking them questions about plants, agriculture, ancestors and hence learn about life-sciences, history etc. A lot of the teaching materials are prepared by the parents.

Some of the teachers and students were preparing for a puppet show while we were talking with the students. One of the students recited a poetry on plastics, which was written by the headmaster, Jobbar Ali, of the school. Another girl read out a self-written story. Couple of more students recited Tagore’s and Nazrul Islam’s poems. Then all of us sat down to watch the puppet show. It was about a family and how it learns to make a vegetable garden on small piece of land behind their house. The puppets were made by the children. It was very well presented and was hilarious. They incorporate such relevant topics into stories, poems, dramas, dances etc. This completed our visit here. At the end I took some pictures, which I have attached.

Next we went to the Magurkhali Primary School, called Shikha Adarsh Vidyapith, after a teacher Shikha who had died at childbirth. She was a very committed teacher at the school. Her daughter studies there and her husband is a teacher there. It was lunch time so most of the children were playing outside. They were all very excited at seeing Prashant da. Their sports day was coming up in 10 days, so preparations were on. Some girls were practicing a dance. We watched the rehearsal. It was based on a song on communal harmony. The age of the girls ranged from 4-12 years. I then met the teachers of the school and signed on a visit register. It had signatures from other organizations who had visited in the past. Most of the teachers have been there since the beginning of the school. 

After this we went back to Andharmanik. On the way, got a lot of information from Prashant da. The main livelihood-earning activities in the first village, Chandalati, was agriculture and fishing. In Magurkhali, the villagers are mostly labourers and have to migrate in search of work. But after the school started, they leave the children with their relatives so that their education is not hampered. Swanirvar is also involved in improving the government schools’ curriculum. It seems the teachers of the govt. schools like the Swanirvar primary schools’ curriculum and prefer to send their children to these schools. 

We had lunch at Andharmanik. Met Sujit da who had to go to another meeting, this time with the primary supervisors. We left the place by 3:00pm. In conclusion, I would say that I was very impressed by the whole setup and the organization. All the people I met seemed to be very genuinely working towards development. 

