Site visit of Jana Sevashram (6-Aug-06)

Due to lack of time I had to do the site visit on a Sunday, holiday for all the schools. It takes approximately two and half hours to reach Jana Sevashram from Sealdah. One needs to take the Lakshmikantapur local to Jaynagar, and then take auto/bus/tracker to Jamtala.

I reached Jamtala around 4:30pm. Then spent three hours visiting three of the four pre-primary schools run by Jana Sevashram. Bimal da took me around on his motorbike. We first visited Purbo Gubtala. This is around 10km from jamtala. Jaikrishana babu is one of the two teachers there. His father had donated the land for the school. There are two rooms in this school. There is no electricity in this area. Around 100 kids are enrolled for pre-primary school. Their timing is from 10am to 1pm (but is often extended till 3pm after mid-day meal). Few students are also enrolled for the primary school education there. Current strenght is 16 in class I, 18 in class II, 14 in class III, and 12 in class IV. The teachers are also responsible for promoting self-help group in the locality. They also maintain a small nursury and has a mehagony, mango, jackfruit tree saplings. Though the teaching equipments were meager, I was impressed by the teacher Jaikrishana babu.

We next went to the Jamtala school. This is few kilometers from Jamtala. This school consists of one shed and a small room. The building is in quite a bad shape. There are around 60 kids here for the pre-primary. Few students also attend here for primary education. I was told Kaorakhali South school building is also in equal bad shape, and only pre-primary school is run there. None of these two schools have electricity connection, though there is electricity connection in these area.

We next went to Kaorakhali North. There are two rooms here, one of which also used as office space for Jana Sevashram. This school is well maintained, and has electricity connection. Only pre-primary school is operated here. There are 105 kids enrolled. The teacher here explained me the techniques used for teaching the kids. The teachers are trained in non-formal education, and take the help stories, familiar objects to increase the vocabulary of the kids and make them familiar with the numbers.

They offer basis mid-day meal for all the pre-primary kids. The food consists of boiled cereal, currently being provided by Palli Unnayan samity. Due to some govt. circular, that the food provided may not be that healthy, the provision for the food is probably going to be stopped in two months.

None of the school teachers salary is funded as of now. Each school gets Rs500 towards the teachers effort of promoting self-help groups. Additionally the teachers get Rs.5 per student per month to run the school and their expenses. Some of the teachers do private coaching for the primary school students to supplement their income.

I retuned back after this as I had to get back to Kolkata. Though a very short visit, I had lot of iteraction with Bimal da. 

My general observations are:

1. The schools should be quite crowded given the number of kids and the space available.

2. The teacher to kid ratio is quite high.

Some suggestions for consideration for the project:

1. If Asha is going to fund the teachers salary, we should also consider extending the teachers hours, so that they can teach the students in two batches. This will allow the kids to have more attention from the teachers. Pre-primary can be run from 9am to 12 noon for first batch and 1pm to 4pm for second batch. (This is just a thought need to be validated by jana Sevashram for practical feasibility.)

2. Responsibility of primary school teaching needs to be clearly defined to increase the effectiveness of pre-primary (for the two schools where both are addressed). I could not gauge how much attention is focused for the pre-primary vis-a-vis the primary.

3. The current level of mid-day meal is quite poor. We should understand the planned mid-day meal as per the costing provided in the proposal. Since the mid-day meal attributes to almost 3/4 of the proposal value, there might be scope to decide alternate menu to reduce the cost. I have asked Bimal the to suggest alternatives, before we decide on this.

4. We should explore what additional teaching aid can be made available for the schools.

