Site Visit Report of Asha-ACRD (Bonpura) by Monalisa Bora on February 15th 2005

Asha being a catalyst for social change – within a year of our involvement with Bonpura Lower Primary School in Ouzari village #1, I had the good fortune of witnessing the effects. During my last visit in December 2003, there were no proper roads leading to Ouzari village #1. We first had to use the embankment along the Kolong river and then the lanes separating the paddy fields to get to the school. This time around, there was a kutcha road (dirt) built by the local panchayat (village level elected governing council), apparently feeling that a school that has drawn the attention of people from far-off America must be really worth something. In addition, ACRD volunteers, Sunita and Pradipta Changkakati motivated the parents and guardians to repair the old bamboo structure that was in a dilapidated state in December 2003. Their argument was that Asha took notice of the community only because they didn’t wait for the government to take care of their children’s education. Even with Asha’s involvement, that spirit should not be lost. Once the school building for classes 1-4 is completed, the old structure will be used as an anganwadi or pre-primary/pre-school facility.

Surprise Visit – My earlier experience with announced school visits made me feel like a “dignitary” with school committee members delivering important and formal sounding speeches, teachers disappearing to make arrangements for refreshments and the children being given the day off to accommodate the important visitor. This time, as I walked towards the school, I could hear the musical recitation of the multiplication tables. The Hindu goddess of learning, Saraswati, was sitting in the midst of the children, her prowess acknowledged and bowed to all over Assam 2 days before my visit. Squatting on floor mats, the students of class 2 were reciting tables while those in class 3 were solving some math problems. They were sitted in the same room under the supervision of Haricharan Mondal. Meanwhile, in the other classroom, Ms. Deepali Deka was teaching classes 1 and 4. Once the construction of the school building is completed, this chronic problem of overcrowding should be eased. Outside the classrooms, a handmade timetable showing a matrix of subjects taught by days of the week, time spent on them and recess time was hanging. Its appearance was creatively enhanced by colorful elements of nature. Seemed like work in progress, something I hadn’t seen in December 2003 and probably a reflection of the upbeat mood in the school with the upcoming completion of the building. 

School Construction – The walls, roof, window and door frames were up. The wooden windows and doors were lying on the floor, ready to be fitted. Four blackboards have been built into the walls. The floor in the classroom and verandah area needed to be worked on. Four classrooms will be partitioned out of the long hall that has been constructed. ACRD’s estimate was that there wouldn’t be enough money to complete the plastering of the brick walls. This wouldn’t hamper the starting of regular classes in the new building. As promised during my earlier visit, the community of day laborers provided shramdaan – contributed towards the construction of the school by charging only ~70% of their regular rate. They also got bricks for a reduced rate from the kiln owners whom they engage with in a nearby village. As was planned by ACRD, in order to keep expenses down, no contractors were involved with the construction. Instead, the lead laborer or raaj mistri temporarily lives in the village and works with assistance of the local laborers.

Interaction with Students and Staff – I had taken food (fruits, soaked chick peas, green moong and cut coconut) along with American candy for the children. In the course of distributing them, I got a good feel for the general level of discipline amongst the students. They listened to their teachers and waited for their turn. The students from class 4, primarily and not surprisingly, the girls took over the distribution. I personally don’t like this mindset but decided to bring up any gender equality issues at a later date. The newspapers I took were neatly torn, funnel cups made and food handed out to the younger children. They offered us some and then took their share. Needless to say, I was quite impressed, especially in comparison to my experience with the Nartap High School students earlier that day. I will describe this in another report. 

On the surface, the children are unkempt with torn clothes, dirty hands, runny nose and feet with caked mud. But I came back with a strong conviction that they could be molded into tidy ones with a little enforcement of rules. The teachers did say that they try hard to maintain cleanliness and general hygiene amongst the students. However, they don’t receive much cooperation from their parents. I discussed about Asha providing school uniforms in the future. I suggested that until that happens a merit-demerit system be introduced regarding cleanliness. Picking a leaf out of the Catholic convent style, I asked the teachers to send the dirty children back home and maintain a log just like the attendance register. I requested them to refrain from corporal punishment. 

The headmaster, Shri Haricharan Mondal, handed a letter of appreciation written in beautiful Assamese script profusely thanking Asha for “rescuing” the school. In his own words – the dark new moon night welcoming the sun next morning. He requested salaries for the teachers (2 at present, including him) and hiring at least two teaching assistants for the lower classes and the pre-school. There are 2 temporary TA’s at present. No one has ever received any salary from anyone in the last 14 years!!!!  There was a multitude of requests like uniforms, books, school bags, mid-day meals and drinking water for students, a common room for the teaching staff, cupboard for storing school records and other basic furniture like desks and chairs. This seems to be a very common phenomena where schools go overboard with requests for “things” that are perceived to make it feel like a school. But no one ever talks about things like teachers’ training, increasing registration, attendance and graduation rates. I made it very clear to the teachers and the few community members present that until and unless I see neatly scrubbed students during my next visit, they shouldn’t expect anything more except their salaries.

Interestingly, Ms. Deepali Deka mentioned that she had never gotten married, as people prefer not to welcome “a career woman” as a daughter-in-law, that too an unpaid one. She believes that getting a regular salary would help her find a groom!! Shri Mondal mentioned that when the times are hard he has even worked as a day laborer to make ends meet. A real shame – we, as a society and a nation need to value our educators better.

Challenges and plans to tackle them – The project site is located 2 hours away from Guwahati where ACRD is based. They are a small NGO (less than 6 active members) and engaged in myriad socio-economic activities in 4 districts of Assam – weaving, pisciculture, flood relief etc. They have done a fantastic job of overseeing the Bonpura school construction, visiting the site at least twice a week. This was done without taking any expenses for fuel or even an honorarium for the engineer or project coordinators. However, I felt that they would be stretched thin and indirectly dilute the impact on the school if we put too many deliverables for the coming year 2005-2006. Moreover, it is now the turn of the Bonpura community to show that they are willing to make changes to their pre-existing mode of operation and enhance the qualitative aspect of the teaching imparted. Only after this happens should Asha consider putting in money for more programs like uniforms, midday meals etc. Meanwhile, ACRD should be at least partly refunded for the auxiliary expenses.

My impressions about Bonpura – It has great potential, as the community seems quite willing to mold themselves for the betterment of their lives. Not surprising, as they are refugees from Bangladesh with the immigrant spirit. Qualitative improvements should be the focus from now onwards, teachers’ training, regular attendance and general hygiene of the students, being the top priorities. I have explored resource centers in Guwahati that can impart the teachers’ training inexpensively. The community’s involvement in the school construction helped keep costs down. Asha’s engagement has brought about a marked change in the community. Hopefully, this is only the beginning for change to happen in all spheres of the community’s life.

