Site visit of Baikunthapur Tarun Sangha 

By Bikramjit Das

Project: Baikunthapur Tarun Sangha (BTS)
Date:  11-12 Jan 2006. 
Chapters associated with:  Cornell, Berkeley and St-Louis

Surprise visit: No.

The village and getting there:  Baikunthapur Gram panchayat is located in the island of Kultali in the southern part of Sunderbans in West Bengal. An island in the Bay of Bengal, Kultali was accessible only by water until a couple of years. A pucca road has recently been constructed connecting this island with the mainland. The island is yet to receive electricity and the nearest medical center is more than an hour’s journey by road. The primary means of livelihood for the locals is farming and fishing. 

  My journey to Baikunthapur was entirely by road. I went from Sealdah (Kolkata) to Baruipur by train which took about forty minutes.  From Baruipur I went to Baikunthapur by an ambulance (Maruti van), a two and a half hour ride. The ambulance was carrying quilts and comforters donated by an institution in Kolkata for the flood-affected population in and around Kultali and Patharpratima.   It took me around three hours to go from Kolkata to BTS. As I reached Patha Bhavan the entire school came out to greet me.
Patha Bhavan BTS:

  Patha Bhavan is a non-government primary school run by BTS. Children from four of the six villages of Kultali come to this school. The school runs six classes: Preparatory, Infant and Classes I to IV. There are a total of 238 students for the academic year 2005-06. A table of the break up is as follows (as found in a chart in BTS-Patha Bhavan office):
	CLASS
	Boys
	Girls
	Total

	Pre-A
	25
	16
	41

	Pre-B
	21
	20
	41

	Infant
	38
	27
	65

	I
	23
	16
	39

	II
	24
	13
	37

	III
	5
	1
	6

	IV
	5
	4
	9

	Total
	141
	97
	238


  The school has started class V from this year with about 20 students. Patha Bhavan plans to become a high school in future and introduce a new class each year. Susanta Giri, secretary of BTS, mentioned that he has already started looking into the paperwork required for getting the school affiliated with the West Bengal Board of Secondary Education.

  Infrastructure:
   BTS-Patha Bhavan now has a two-storied school building with enough class rooms (four on the first floor and three on the second floor) to house the current students. The construction for the second floor is almost complete. The computer room and library in the second floor is currently being furnished. The second floor also has a couple of rooms for guests who would stay over for a night. There are a couple of computers in the office (not the FOYM ones that were sent). The school uses solar power and generators for running the computers and other electrical appliances when necessary.   
  Teachers: 
There are eight teachers in all for these seven classes (including class V). This is in fact a large number considering the fact that most of the primary schools in the locality have two teachers at the most. The teachers are mostly young men and women. The remuneration for the teachers is around Rs.1000-1100 which is not much. One of the elder teachers told me that he has his own farming land which serves as his other source of income. I am not quite sure whether or not the younger teachers do some other work to supplement their salary.
Syllabus and student response:

   The school mostly follows the syllabus prescribed by the West Bengal Government for the primary schools. Mathematics and English is taught at a decently advanced level. Besides the regular subjects of English, Bengali, Mathematics and science, they also have a general knowledge class. 

  When I was visiting the school, I found definite and indefinite noun being taught in an English lecture for Class IV students. I asked a student of class II, whether he knows multiplication tables. He said that he knows the tables from 1 to 30 and promptly recited me that of 13 when I asked. The students in the preparatory and infant classes presented before me a series of poems both in Bengali and in English. I have to mention that I was very impressed by the performance of the students.

Attendance:

    The school has a very high attendance rate in spite of the fact that there are students who have to walk more than an hour to reach the school. Patha Bhavan is very strict about students coming to school. Parents have to provide valid reasoning for their pupil’s absence. Six teachers have been allocated to the four villages and they are responsible for bringing the kids to school or finding out the reason why someone did not attend.
Besides academics:

   The regular classes are held from 11am to 2:15pm. Then from 2:45pm onwards the students involve themselves in activities of “Joyful Learning”. The students are divided into about ten or twelve groups according to their interest. They participate in various extra-curricular activities like singing, dancing, recitation, clay-modeling, paper-modeling, yoga, painting, sports and athletics, etc. These go on until 4pm.
   The day I left BTS, the students performed before me a host of these activities in an hour long program and it was a very pleasurable experience.
Fees:
 The monthly fees are around Rs.15-24. Around Rs.5-12 is collected for Saraswati Puja. Besides, there is a bi-annual exam fee of Rs.7-10 for the half-yearly and final exams. The fees increase along with the student’s class.
   While talking to one of the parents I found out that this fee also seems a bit too high for them. The household sends three kids to Patha Bhavan and paying the fee for all three turned out to be difficult. After some request Patha Bhavan is allowing one of the kids to go to school for free. Currently there are nine students in Patha Bhavan who are studying for free.

     One of the parents also mentioned that BTS usually allows the parents to pay the fees at their convenience (meaning, not always on a monthly basis) because the households usually do not have cash at hand unless there is a harvest.

Some other issues:
1) The teachers were concerned about some of the students leaving Patha Bhavan after class I or II. It seems that they are getting admitted to other schools in classes III and IV (i.e., skipping a class in between). Some of the teachers believe that this might be because the standard of education in Patha Bhavan is quite high, and students can comfortably manage after getting a double promotion. Susanta Giri said that he will look into the matter.
2)  I also asked Susanta about the small number of students in classes III and IV and he said that these are promoted students of the preparatory classes from the time when BTS did not have funding from ASHA. At that time Patha Bhavan could not afford to take many students.
3) The Hepatitis-B immunization for the students which was supposed to be done this year was not possible because of lack of funds. 
4) Teachers of Patha Bhavan informed me that most of the ex-students of this school are doing well after passing out. The kids who have gone to the high schools perform well. I was told that some of the class toppers in the high school have been students of Patha Bhavan.

5) I asked Susanta whether the students really need school bags every year and he said that because of the wear and tear the school bags have to be replaced every year. I am not sure but with some care the bags could be used for two years. Similarly BTS also provides school uniforms every year. This necessity is quite understandable since some of the kids usually do not change there clothes after going back home. They go to play wearing the same.. There being only one set of uniform, they have to go to school wearing the same one the next day. So new uniforms for the new academic year is a definite requirement. 
6) I did not see the computers that were donated by FOYM to BTS. Susanta told me that most of them did not work and is quite costly to repair. He was asking whether there is way to get some newer computers. 

7) A Junior Scholarship Program has been started by PB-BTS.  The students of class IV all around the island sits for a competitive merit exam. The top 20 students receive a prize of Rs.1000.  This year six students from Patha Bhavan have received this award.

Some other activities of BTS:

  New Hospital:
   I had mentioned earlier that the nearest hospital from Baikunthapur until now was more than an hour’s journey. But recently BTS has set up a Rural Community Hospital funded by the Embassy of Ireland in the village on Baikunthapur (South). Susanta Giri told me that the hospital will start operating from March. BTS has been conducting mobile medical services with their ambulance and boat in the villages of Kultali and Pathar Pratima until now, but the construction of the hospital is a major breakthrough in enhancement of health services in this zone.

 Crèche:
  BTS runs two Child Care Centers for kids with both parents going to work. The Centers are supervised by Crèche mothers, who are employed by BTS. The children who are not yet ready to go to school learn to sing, recite poems, etc. here. Altogether there are around fifty students in the crèches.

Computer Literacy:
 BTS had arranged a basic one semester computer course for the village youth (I did not ask what exactly was taught). Teachers were brought from the city. A fee of Rs.100 per month was charged. Susanta Giri thinks that it will be possible to do such programs in future if he has some more computers.
 Self-help groups:

  BTS has created some self-help groups for women in the island. These groups are involved in activities like basket-making, making paper bags, etc. for generating their own income. BTS has helped in starting this through small savings and micro-credit initiatives. 
Projects funded by WAH (Work-an-hour):

 BTS had received funds through the WAH program organized by Asha last year. The funding was used in various projects as follows

a) Construction of rooms for three Govt. aided high schools:
1. Binodpur 7No. Gheri FP School --  An entire two-storied school building has been constructed. The building was being painted and some finishing work was being done when I visited the place
2. Kishorimohanpur State Plan FP School: Funding was allocated for construction of one room. A new school building has been constructed with the help of additional funding from the Government(Sarva-Siksha Abhijan).The construction is almost complete.
3. Baikunthapur State Plan FP School: Similarly as above,) funding was allocated for construction of one room. A new school building has been constructed with the help of additional funding from the Government(Sarva-Siksha Abhijan).The building is still under construction.
All of the above schools received additional funding from the government along with WAH funding.

b) Construction of second floor in Patha Bhavan:

 The construction is complete. Classes are going on in the second floor. This second floor also houses the Library and the Computer center. This floor also has a couple of guest rooms.
c) Library and Computer Center:

  The construction of the rooms is complete. Currently they are being furnished.
Visiting the High Schools:
  There are two high schools in Baikunthapur Gram Panchayat. These are the schools which hold classes from V to X. Every year around 450 students passes out of class IV from the primary schools of the village and the entire gamut of these students have to go to either of these two schools. These schools are forced to admit all the students who apply even without a merit exam, because there are no other schools in the vicinity where they can go to. The result is a huge rush in the schools far beyond their capacity. I went to visit these schools in the afternoon of the first day of my stay in Baikunthapur.
1) Baikunthapur High School: 

The school has a total of 1522 students. There are sections having 130-140 students far above the capacity of a room. The school building needs major repair work or might be reconstruction. There are very few school teachers, the SSC (School Service Commission) appointed teachers avoid coming to a remote place like this. The school has to do with some makeshift. Teachers from the villages whose salaries are generated from local contributions. The headmaster was very concerned and asked for help if possible.

2) Ambikanagar Haripriya School: 

This school has a total of 850 students. Here, one of the classes even has 170 students. The school building is in good shape, but there are only six rooms. One of these rooms has been converted into a hostel for the students, because the school has no separate hostel. The school needs some rooms and the teaching problem is the same as BHS.
Meeting the Primary School Teachers:

  On the second day of my stay, I met the headmasters of the government-aided primary schools in the island. Almost every primary school in the island was represented. Most of these schools had one or at most two teachers for four classes. Most of the schools have more than 200 students

  The headmasters seemed quite happy about funds received from Asha through the WAH program. The schools which have not yet benefited from these funds were looking forward to getting some help the next time. As far as I understood last time most of the schools had asked for additional rooms or construction of new buildings for the schools. This time things have changed a bit. Primary schools are getting funds from the Government (through Sarva Sikhsha Abhijan) to construct one additional room, or sometimes an entire building in case the old structure is really dilapidated. Most of the schools have applied for them and the headmasters who did not know about this program earlier said that they would apply for the Government funding soon. But there are schools which need neither of the above, but funding for some repair work in floors, walls or ceilings. There is no Government funding allocated for repair work. The meeting concluded with updating the list of the needs of these schools.
Meeting the Parents:

 I met two of the families whose kids go to BTS-Patha Bhavan for schooling. One family had three kids going to PB, of whom one was allowed to study free (mentioned earlier). The mother seemed quite happy with the school, but her only concern was the fee. I heard that the average household income in this area was around Rs.18000-20000 per year which is quite less for a family of five-six people. The other family with one kid going to PB was also quite happy about the school.
Conclusion and some comments:
  I need not mention that I was really impressed by the way BTS is run. Susanta Giri has played a major role in making BTS into an organization like this. He carries a lot of respect in the island. This was clear from the fact that he could ask the high school and primary school headmasters to meet him at a very short notice. 

   BTS has been able to mobilize a bunch of young people to work with it. There are a lot of women associated with BTS, working as teachers, crèche mothers or cooks.  The endeavor of BTS to develop the island of Kultali is really inspiring.
Susanta Giri said that BTS-PB currently does not have any non-recurring needs. He had some requests to make though:

· He mentioned that it would be really nice if the funding decision on the budget is made a little earlier.

· He was really keen on getting any kind of funds for supporting the primary schools and high schools. 

· He also enquired about organizations which would fund the construction of toilets around the village. 

· BTS still needs some computers in order to continue with their program teaching the basics of computer to the youths of the village. 
