Site visit report: Institute For Social Work (ISW)
Date:  6 Jan 2007
Chapters associated with:  Cornell

Surprise visit: No.

Volunteers of Asha Cornell who visited: Anushree Roy (Publicity coordinator), Tanushree Ghosh (Chapter coordinator)
Getting there: We reached the ISW office at Chetla central road by car from Gariahat. From there we were taken to the Kidderpore and Barasat centers by ISW coordinator herself. All these locations are in Kolkata. The first one is in Kolkata proper (south), Kidderpore in the dock area of Kolkata and Barasat about 1 hr by car from the south Kolkata ISW office.

The region: Both the regions that ISW targets are slums of the metropolitan, and have poor sanitary and health conditions. Additionally, the population mostly comprises of minorities (Muslims). Concepts like women rights and family planning are virtually absent. Every family has too many children to support, so gradually, starting with the eldest, the children drop-out of schools and work as child laborers to support their families. Both the schools we visited are efforts by the institute to prevent school drop-outs, and bring back child laborers into the education system.
The Barasat school: The Barasat school was started in 1982 with 30 school drop-out kids under a mango tree, and was mainly supported at that time by personal donations and efforts of the ISW coordinator and her friend. The school initially faced opposition from the local community on religious grounds (the local people harbored the idea that the school was an effort by the ‘Hindu’ ISW volunteers to turn the children away from traditional Islamic education). However, the dedication and perseverance of the ISW volunteers ultimately managed to win back the local people in their favor. Presently the school has grown into a two-room tiled roof building, 300 kids strong (mainly from Asha-Cornell funding along with some personal donations). The school is from nursery to fourth standard and runs from 11am - 4 pm for weekdays and till 2 pm on Saturdays.  The nursery itself has 85 kids. The school has five teachers (Salary being Rs 1500 for two of them, Rs 1000 for two and Rs 600 for one, the division decided on the basis of their qualifications and the standards they teach). The school encourages a lot of extra-curricular activities like sports and drawing classes. After having overcome the initial resistance, parents now take considerable interest in the school (this is in most cases the only education they can afford for their children). The school holds once a month meeting with the guardians with attendance compulsory for nursery guardians. Other than taking Rs 2 per month contribution from the children, the school is running on Asha Cornell funding.
The Kidderpore school: The Kidderpore school has 3 main sections: a tailoring school for girls, a coaching center for girls of classes 1 to 12, and a center for children who have not yet been admitted to school or are school dropouts. The tailoring school is a vocational training center where the girls get trained to make soft toys, bags, aprons etc. which sell at the local stores and at various textile fairs. The school is in a rented building (Rent Rs 1500 per month). The building has six rooms and ISW rents two of the rooms for school purposes. The school runs everyday from noon to 4 pm. The coaching class is attended by 55 adolescent girls, and was started to prevent drop-out of girls from school after 6th-7th standard (who would then be trafficked or put into other labors or married off otherwise). The center for children provides guidance to a mixed group of 65 school drop-out kids working as child labors (mostly as domestic helpers or in local shops), to bring them back into mainstream education. This school is also being funded by Asha Cornell solely.
ISW: The institute of social work, chaired by Nupur Sanyal, is an NGO working in five regions in and around Kolkata (Barasat, North 24 Paragana, South 24 Paragana, Joynagar – Baruipur and Kidderpore). It’s soon going to start operating in Birbhum region. It has 35 members getting monthly honorarium, part-time student volunteers and community workers. The institute is properly structured with a working committee, secretary, unit committee, staff members, community workers and volunteers. It has FCRA clearance and maintains a proper yearly audit and return to the Home Ministry. Other than the two Asha Cornell funded schools mentioned, the institute has ventures like Women Crisis Program and micro-credit ventures for parents of the school kids. It is associated with Austrian Catholic Women’s movement and Irish embassy for vocational training and skill development for adolescent girls including food processing, bakery and tailoring. ISW also helps them in selling their hand made products as means of financial independence for the children. ISW also organizes frequent health awareness camps in the regions mentioned in this report.
The funding that Asha Cornell donates to ISW is utilized as per requirements for the two schools described above (Barasat and Kidderpore School).
The experience of the visit: We must say we were amazed by the efficiency and dedication of ISW coordinator Nupur Sanyal. She runs around from one region to other, supervising different ventures, looks into funding efforts, and even offers one to one counseling to the women (who are often victims of domestic violence) on the grass root level.
The slum regions we visited where ISW is working, are difficult regions to work in owing to religious tensions, and are also at the same time, regions housing a widely neglected section of the society where reforms happen slowly, or hardly happen. As I mentioned earlier, most children are school drop-outs (some working in highly unhygienic and hazardous conditions in the dock). Health and sanitation are poor. Child marriage is prevalent along with trafficking; married women are victims of harsh domestic violence. Law and order is at its worst in these sections of the city (mainly Kidderpore, which being a dock region, is notorious for its crimes). We felt that the localities value ISW highly as their only option for getting their children a better life. Women confide in and depend a lot on the institute workers and volunteers. They are encouraging and inspiring the underprivileged children by adopting non-formal and very innovative approaches. All the teachers in the training centers, and the children’s centers, are extremely motivated and admirably trained either by the “Barefoot Teachers Training Program” run by Loreto School, Calcutta or have been groomed by ISW themselves. The children are happy and positive about being able to go to school instead of work. Overall, we think, that the ISW is truly playing a commendable role in running these education centers and other efforts in these regions.  We truly recommend sustained funding to help ISW continue its noble endeavor.

