Site Visit Report: March 2009

I went to visit Ahead on 20th March, 2009. I was picked up Dr. Ashesh Choudhury and Swati Sircar (former Asha Seattle volunteer).

Ahead is a school run by Dr. Choudhury to cater to the needs of special needs children. Originally supported by Asha, Berkeley for infrastructural needs, over the years several chapters, including Asha, Seattle has supported Ahead on one-time needs based projects. The building I visited was a relatively new one, build with money from Asha, Berkeley in 2005. It is in a residential area in southern Kolkata. It is now a three-storied impressive building, with all the floors connected by both stairs and elevators. I also noticed that there were ramps built on the side of the building for making the school easily accessible by wheel chairs. Some of the plans for future constructions as had been mentioned in the last site visit on 2007 were now complete. On the ground floor was an area which served as a kitchen for vocational training for children. Dr. Choudhury also told us that how they had to wait for quite some months to have their front gate fully operational as the path was obstructed by a tree. Dr. Choudhury had to wait for almost a year to gain permission from Calcutta Municipality to legally cut the tree, and had planted two small trees in its place by the side of the entrance.

We went to the first floor to meet the teachers and the students. We met with the head teacher of the school who greeted us warmly, but also informed us that they had relatively less student attendance on that day than normal. She told us that sometimes it is difficult to predict how many students will come that day. We were taken to see a few classrooms. In each room there were about two or three small children, their ages seemed to range from 8 to 12 or 13. The teacher-student ratio was almost 1:2 or even 1:1 in some cases, but that might be due to very less attendance of students on that day. Most of the students were engaged in drawing, or doing some simple counting or reading exercises. They looked quite happy. The classrooms were all bright, clean and had windows for good ventilation and natural light. However, I was informed that sometimes windows can be distractive for certain children who might be easily distractible. The walls were decorated with posters and educational wall drawings made by the teachers. I saw one girl was made to sit in a separate enclave inside a room with a teacher so that she is less distracted. Most of the children seemed to be quite engaged with the tasks at hand. One child came and gave us a rose bud each to myself and to Swati. In yet another room we saw a boy of about 10/12 sitting and reading from a book. We were told that he has better cognitive skills than the others. He was asked to read out from the book he was reading from, and he did that. We were also shown several photographs of students performing in various functions, participating in annual sports and even older students revisiting the school after the new building was built. 

After meeting with the students we were taken around the building. We were shown the physiotherapy room with a few instruments like a treadmill-like machine, a small trampoline etc. A few of them had been donated by several private clubs. During our visit we could see a physiotherapist working with a 12/13 year old girl who was walking on the treadmill. We were also shown a vocational training workshop. Dr. Choudhury told us that often they receive tools as donations which are helpful, but sometimes the tools do not suit their needs. For example, he showed us a coconut shell cutting machine which had been donated by the Coconut Board of India after a training session. The machine, however, is not being used now as it was found to be a little difficult to be handled by the children. 

On the second floor of the building was a seminar room which had been newly built. The last site visit report mentions plans for building this room. It was built to serve as a multi-purpose training room and  is a medium sized long room with three AC machines, a overhead projector, a pull-down screen for showing films, and a slightly raised dais. Dr. Choudhury told us that the auditorium is designed to both be given on rent to various NGOs and similar groups who might require such space for organizing workshops or seminars. Already they had a workshop with a certain SIF SVO group from Singapore who had come to impart some training to Ahead staff. It was hoped that the maintenance cost of the auditorium can be met with the rent acquired, and the auditorium itself can also be used for workshops organized by Ahead. Dr. Choudhury and other members of the Ahead staff were particularly interested in showing us the newly bought plastic chairs with cushions. 

After having been shown around Swati and myself met up with Dr. Choudhury to discuss about organizational matters. Last year Asha Seattle had sent Rs. 376743.10 to Ahead to buy computers and necessary softwares for institutional needs. Till now that money had not been all spent. Dr. Choudhury told us that they will soon start buying necessary computers and other computational devices. He was particularly concerned about lack of funds for carrying out operational costs and was requesting for Asha Seattle to support him in that regard. However, Swati explained to him that it was not feasible for Asha, Seattle to fund anything beyond the already committed expenditure, and suggested that Dr. Choudhury should reach out to other chapters. Dr. Choudhury was also telling us that it is very difficult and time consuming to pursue local individual donors for small amounts. He also told us that he takes a very palty from the students, and has a few students who pay very nominal amounts and about three or four who pay nothing. He was reluctant to take different amounts from different students even though some parents might afford to pay a higher amount, commensurate with the real cost of taking care of each child. Swati suggested that he should let parents know the real cost so that willing parents can pay more. 

In a follow up email Dr. Choudhury further informed us that based on demands from parents, Ahead is considering the expansion of the autism section by allotting one more room space. The Ahead board of directors is also planning to add an occupational therapist to complete its team of specialists, viz., psychologist, physiotherapist, speech therapist including audiometry, over and above special educators specialized for each disability area. With continuing training of the teachers from SIF SVO, Singapore the quality of education and services to the children are being improved. Dr. Choudhury stated that it is his dream to make Ahead the best special school in Kolkata, and hence it has been decided that the admission would be closed when the student strength is reached at 70 from the present level of 42. 

My impression of the school was that it had good infrastructure, good teachers and a commitment towards quality. The school building itself seemed well designed and at the current level of 42 students seems to be very adequate. With 70 students it would be very much full capacity. I wish there had been more students and we could get a fuller picture of the functioning of the school. We barely met about 15 students. However we were shown an attendance register which showed regular attendance of most of the students over a period of a few months. It struck me though that the resources could be a little more judiciously use, particularly electricity. The stress towards quality, evident in the discussion regarding having the best quality special school to having the best quality chairs in the seminar room, indicated careful attention to details, though sometimes going a little overboard in my opinion. However, I feel that there is a slight tendency of Ahead to prioritize standard over maximization of resources to reach out to most number of children from the poorest section of society.   
