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I left Mumbai on July 29, 2007 by Gitanjali express at 6.00 am. The train reached Jharsugudha, Orissa the next day at 5.30 am. After a very short wait at the station, Swami Om picked me up from the station. He had come in his Maruti 800. The drive from Jharsugudha to Boxma was mostly on NH200, though the certain sections were completely damaged in several spots. We reached the Ashram around 7.30am. 

I took a shower and freshened up. Swamiji took me to the kitchen, where I met the cook and Sudeep (a former school student who does some construction work in the village now). Then Swamiji showed me around the Go-shala, which was right next to the kitchen. This was the Ashram’s Go-Shala and housed 3 cows. Then we proceeded to the hostel where we met with 8-9 boys living there. In my interaction with them, one of the boys showed me his school timetable and his 9th Standard science text book (in Oriya). Then we proceeded to Binny’s house for Breakfast. Binny’s family is a long time friend of Swamiji and Binny’s brother-in-law (Dr. Naik) runs a hospital in the area, which we later visited..

On our way back, we stopped by the Milk Chilling plant, which was next to the Ashram. This is part of the Milk Co-op, which collects about 4000 liters/day of milk from the village. Swamiji told me that when he first came to this area in 1985, most of the villagers had never had or seen milk in their life!. It was around 10.00 and we proceeded to the school. The school is about a 3 minute walk from the Ashram.

There were about 120 students in the school, all assembled outside their classroom for their morning prayers. They sang three songs in Oriya, followed by the Indian National Anthem. All the students seemed to know the songs and the anthem pretty well. Then, Swamiji introduced me to the students as an Engineer from the US. When I asked them, what they wanted to become when they grew up, one of the girls said she wanted to become an engineer (I was told her brother, a former school student was into IT), while another girl said she wanted to become a doctor. One of the girls asked me what I did in the US. On being asked how far they had to travel to get to school, most children (80%) said they cycled/walked 5-6 kms each way. I asked them about sports day and they all seemed excited about it. On being asked how quick they were, one of the boys said that he ran the 100m in 15 sec while another said he ran the 1500m in 4 minutes. Swamiji also pointed out that the children enjoy playing football and the annual Puja Cup was to start in a few weeks.

After this 10-15 minute interaction, the children went inside their respective classes. I took a group picture of all the teachers. Then the teachers proceeded to the class as well. Myself, Swamiji and Pradeepji (the Head Master) sat in the last bench of an English class for Standard 10 students. They were being taught a poem. The teacher first asked the students to read the poem aloud and then he went through each stanza, explaining the meaning line by line. Based on their responses, most students seemed to follow the teacher. After this class, we proceeded to the adjoining classroom where Science was being taught to Class IX students. They were being taught Bohr’s theory. Though the medium was Oriya, I could follow a few things and though that teaching was going on well. Finally, we went to a Hindi class for Class XIII students. A poem was being explained. All seemed to be going well in this class.

After this we proceeded to the staff room, where there were 3-4 teachers. While 3-4 staff including Pradeepji had been with the school since 1989, the remaining had been with the school since 6-7 years. In my discussions with them, they pointed to a few things

1) They were critical of the Govt’s Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) program, since the program forced schools to promote students though they were not necessarily learning.

2) In the recently concluded 10 standard exams, 20 out of the 55 students had passed. On being asked if this was low, the teachers agreed but added that multiple reasons contributed to this.  They were lack of study time at home, poor learning when they start high school, first generation learners, health etc.

3) On being asked about the literacy in the area, Pradeepji said it was about 30% in the early 1990’s and was up to about 55% in the 2000 census survey.

4) Training program by the Govt was provided only when the syllabus was updated. Some of teachers on their own had gotten some certifications in the last few years to keep themselves updated.

5) On being asked, why 30 students were missing from school today, Pradeepji pointed out that Malaria was a problem in the area and prevented students from attending.

6) The teachers were fairly apprehensive of getting any Govt support for the school. Though the DM had passed by the school several times, he had not even once stopped in to see how the school was functioning. Though they recently recd a state fund to build a toilet in the school, it has been delayed causing the construction to be incomplete. Currently, there is no toilet in the school.

7) The science teacher pointed out that starting this year, 20 marks will be allocated to practicals in the Standard X exams. Hence the need for a science lab was urgent. Swamiji told me that he would add that to the budget for next year.

As we were leaving, I saw a special class for students who had taken higher level Hindi in Class X. Also, a student came in the staff room, complaining of fever. He was asked to sit in the staff room and given some medicine for malaria.

Then Swamiji tool me to the local clinic that Dr. Naik runs, that was about a 15 minute car ride from the school. Swamiji visits this clinic daily and spends a good 2-3 hours here. Together, they have conducted several health and eye camps in the areas. Most of Dr. Naik’s patients were affected by malaria. With a minimal infrastructure (stethoscope, BP monitor, microscope and a Malaria detection kit), he has been able to continue work. At the time I visited, there were about 4 patients including 2 children that were being treated for brain malaria.

After this, we returned to the school where students (including those from the neighboring primary school) had come to get the mid-day meals (they called it Prasad). Since it was Shravan that day, kheer was being served. Each student was given a cup full of it. Swamiji told me that the lunch is light since the students have a heavy breakfast and dinner. Close to 250 students had come.

Around 2 pm, we proceeded to Binny’s family home for lunch. After lunch and short nap, we left for Sambhalpur station at around 4.30 pm. It was about 80 kms away and took us a good 3 hours to reach. On our way, we passed by a wild life sanctuary and the Hirakud dam.

