Khajurdaho Nabankur United Club (KNUC) Site Visit
Name of project: Learn Together Teach Others (LTTO) – School which is  

                            part of KNUC

Date: 5th Jan’2007

Chapter affiliated: Princeton

Project Steward: Sridhar Desikan

Project visit by: Bikramjit Das, Amrita Hazra

Surprise visit: No.
Location: Burdwan district, West Bengal.

How to get there:

By Train: 

The easiest way to reach Khajurdaha is by taking a Bardhaman bound local train (via Chord line) from Howrah and get down at Sibaichandi. Tractor services to Khajurdaha, which is 6 kms away from the station, are available here.

By bus: 

  One can catch a Route No. 17 bus from Chinsurah to Tarakeswar and get down at "Dhaniakhali Madan Mohan Tala" from where Tractor services are available to KNUC at Khajurdaha.

Other:
Another way to reach is through Durgapur Express Way.  Khajurdaha is about 2 km towards the east from a junction in the Durgapur Express way, called ‘Majinan More’.  
We took a Bardhaman bound Chord local train from Howrah station in the morning at 9:30am. We reached Sibaichandi station at about 10:25am. Mr. Satyajit Mandal was there at the station to receive us in a new Tata Safari which had been donated by the Holland Embassy and is primarily used for medical purposes. He took us to the KNUC School in the Khajurdaho village. It was about a 10 minute drive from the station. The road from the station to the school is entirely tarred. It has been done recently. Tar roads were being constructed in different parts of the village that we subsequently visited.

Number of children: About 240
Number of teachers: 12 in total; 6 Primary school teachers, 1 dance teacher, 4 secondary school teachers (one of them also takes Physical Education classes) and 1 Art teacher.
LTTO KNUC School:

We entered the school premises and got into the school office. The school has a L-shaped building and a long straight building. In the middle of these two buildings is a playground.  Further construction is going on in the long building which is being now used for the pre-primary and 1st grade classes. The L-shaped building is for classes 2nd grade to 8th grade as well as the school office. On one side of the L-shaped building is the hospital. 

We met the Treasurer and the President of the school along with Mr. Mandal in the school office. We discussed briefly the policies they have of running the school:  

1. The members of the school management board are some parents, teachers and one person who is neither a parent nor a teacher. 

2. There are regular meetings with the parents of the school. These meetings happen once every 3 months. Parents are called in groups; otherwise accommodating so many parents is a problem. A school teacher might visit a child’s home if it becomes necessary, for example, in case the child is absent for too long or he/she is facing some problem at school. 

3. The school gives out lunch to the children everyday. The day we did the visit, they were serving Khichuri (boiled lentils and rice with vegetables). In context of this, we discussed the Mid Day Meal Program (MDMP) started by the Government of India program) in government primary schools which has not been a great idea so far. It has been a very convenient policy for increased corruption. Primary schools are showing more students on their roster than there are actually to be able to get in the supplies provided by the government for the MDMP. Also, many other loopholes exist. I asked why the Right to Information was not being used here to rectify this. We got into an involved discussion then about why they could not easily do so. 
4. We asked to see their admission forms for the school. Also, we saw the records of the fees that the children paid (Rs. 30 per month). Most of the students coming to this school are from nearby villages. 1-2 children who cannot afford to pay have the fees waived.(The school has waived the fees for 1 or 2 children who were not able to pay there fees). Also, the parents are allowed to pay the fees in installments i.e. if they can’t pay for a month, and they pay that amount next month, that is permitted.
5. Reportedly, this school is much more popular than the remaining 14 public primary schools in this and the nearby villages. The standard of education in this school is much higher than the other primary schools as the teachers are more motivated and enthusiastic here. In fact, because of the popularity of this school and the punctuality and enthusiasm of the teachers, they face criticism in the form of anti-propaganda about them from the adjoining public primary school teachers who have a more lax attitude and are not doing their jobs well. In fact, some of the children of the public school teachers themselves study in this school!

We then visited the school to see the children and the school buildings. The new construction has 3 rooms on the ground floor, a space kept vacant for a potential bathroom and a top floor which is yet without any construction. 
We were greeted in each of the pre-primary, primary and 1st grade class with flowers. This was embarrassing as one could see the children and teachers had specially prepared for our visit. At this point, maybe doing a surprise visit is a better way of evaluating the actual system and it puts less pressure on the teachers and children and reveals a more true picture of the situation. The children recited and performed very nice dances for us. Bikramjit generally asked them their multiplication tables and other questions. The children all seemed well-versed with their studies. 
A nice thing was that everyone was participating. I specifically tried to ask questions to the last-row students and the quieter looking ones. They all seemed equally aware of the material and what was happening. The teachers also seemed to know each child well.

It was lunch time then. So, we could not personally go into the classes of 2nd to 8th grade. Mr. Satyajit Mandal informed us that the children would have Khichuri for lunch, but lunch for us had been arranged at his home which was about a 5 minute ride by car from the school. It would have been more appropriate to eat at the school with the children, but because he had already made these arrangements, we had to comply. The next site visit, this can be amended.
After lunch, we got back to the school. The children were outside preparing for a upcoming Sports day. All the teachers were actively helping out with the sports activity. The physical education teacher was conducting the main games.

We met the primary and secondary school teachers in the sports field itself. We asked them whether they were happy with their work and how they enjoyed it. Because it was not really a very conducive atmosphere for such discussion, we did not get much out of them. We then talked to the secondary school teachers. We asked them what they thought they needed for teaching and what new techniques/ methods they used for increasing interest of the students. The secondary school teachers said they used models/ charts to make their teaching interesting. One of them mentioned the use of dissection of frog/ rat to show children the actual anatomy while teaching them biology would be a good idea. 
The children concluded their sports day practice. They then performed dances and recitation for us. We were also given drawings that the children had made at the end of the event. The program concluded and school ended. We spoke to a parent who had come to pick up his child. He said he was very happy with his child’s progress in the school. He himself taught at a nearby public school, but had chosen to send his child here, because he felt the quality of teaching and attention the child received was much better than at the public school.

We then surveyed the newly constructed school building. Mr. Satyajit Mandal told us he planned to construct a Child Resource Center on the top storey of that construction to facilitate the daily studies of the children. It would house more books, educationally useful charts and models and other study tools. He also proposed to build a common meeting hall on the same floor because the school did not have anything of that sort, and all the meetings including the parents- teachers meetings, had to be held in the open air.  He was asking for funding for these constructions in the budget proposal for 2007.
We then went to visit the public primary schools which had received funding from Asha WAH’2005 for construction of kitchens for the MDMP or tube-wells. We saw the completed constructions of:

1. Basudebpur Haripad Smriti Primary School – Kitchen

2. Melki Public Primary School – Kitchen

3. Delwara Primary School – Tubewell

4. B. Bakaullah Free Primary School – Kitchen

5. Kanajuli Primary School – Repairing and repainting of a part of the building
Each of these places had this written on them that Asha for Education had supported the construction of the structure.

We then got back to the school to have a meeting with the teachers. Here, we sat together in the staff room with the teachers, Mr. Mandal and the President and the Treasurer, another member of the school committee who was also a parent and a member of the Gram Panchayat and the doctor of the KNUC hospital. 

We discussed the following issues:
1. What were their problems? : No one had anything specific to say.  From our brief interaction with the teachers we could gather that all of them, especially the female teachers were quite happy.  The secondary school male teachers are all quite qualified, they all have B.Sc. or M.Sc. qualifications. The remuneration they were receiving (Rs.1500/- per month for secondary school teachers and Rs.1000/- per month for primary school teachers) is quite low compared to what the public school teachers get. This point was raised by the doctor. However, as I see it, unemployment being such a big problem in West Bengal now, they have taken this job up and are doing it well because they did seem to enjoy it quite a bit. One of them showed slight interest in pursuing higher education, and was asking us questions regarding a Ph.D. 

2. The teachers should teach well enough such that no child is required to take tuitions. Having to give children tuitions puts more monetary pressure on the parents and also takes away precious free time from the students. 

3. Self-sustainability of the project, what they were thinking about it: We brought up the point about what they were thinking of self-sustainability. The number of students was increasing every year and of course, their demands would also increase. So, they needed to think of ways to sustain the project themselves.
Mr. Mandal brought up the following ways that he was thinking about:

a) Increasing the fees charged per child. Currently, the school charges Rs.30/- per month. We didn’t think this was a great idea as Rs.30/- per month is quite high as for now in the economic setting of an Indian village, and increasing it may deter the poorest of the poor from sending their children to school.

b) Plans for a residential hostel complex: Mr. Mandal proposes to build a hostel to accommodate about 30 children. He proposes to charge each child Rs.1000/- per month. The running cost per child per month is about Rs.500/-. Thus, he could generate about Rs.500/- per child per month, which is Rs.500/- x 30 x 12 = Rs.1,80,000/-. 

Pros of this idea:

This is how a lot of schools in India are self-sustaining i.e. they generate their requirements either through fees or through residential hostels. A common example is the very successful Ramkrishna Mission Residential Schools in West Bengal which are self-sustaining and bulk of the money to run the school comes from students. These schools have an income-slab payment structure where parents who earn more pay more for their child than parents who earn less.

Cons of this idea: This reserved off 30 seats for children whose parents can afford to pay Rs.1000/- per month per child. So, of the 240 seats they have, 210 are available for the poorer children.

4. The school committee members (President, treasurer, Gram Panchayat person and Mr.Mandal) requested that they should be set a timeline of attaining self-sustainability so that they would be able to work efficiently on the process i.e. they feel they will not efficiently work and think about sustainability issues till Asha actually tells them that they have an official timeline to achieve it!

5. Another issue that Mr. Mandal had mentioned to us earlier, and we discussed again was that Asha can try to establish some system of facilitating the process of granting government affiliation to the schools it is funding. This is a problem most schools funded by Asha face. So, there can be made some arrangement with the government such that a school that Asha funds will be granted the affiliation because we keep a check on the school regulations and standard through project visits. This is something that Mr. Mandal wanted us to discuss with other members of Asha. 
6. At the end of the meeting, I chatted on with some of the teachers individually while Bikramjit checked the audit reports of the school with the treasurer. He said they seemed to be quite in place.

After this meeting with the teachers, we went to see the hospital. As I mentioned earlier, the hospital is part of the longer arm of the L-shaped building. In the morning when we had arrived, the patients were sitting in a queue in the playground which is in front of the hospital and the school building. We had not met the doctor then, but the place seemed to be quite crowded and patients were being treated and prescribed medicines. 
The hospital is quite well equipped with instruments and facilities. There is an operation theatre, labor room, a classroom for nurses’ training and a room for the residing doctor to stay along with the hospital wards for male and female patients. There is a doctor always on-call and 2 nurses were present throughout the night. We met the doctor and the nurses at the hospital.
After this, we went with Mr. Mandal and 1-2 teachers to meet parents of two children (one boy and one girl) who studied in the school. This was a very poor family. The father was educated to an extent and was providing tuitions for younger children. The mother was illiterate. They were living in a small thatched hut. We spoke to the parents, who seemed very happy with their children’s education. They wanted their children to study further and thus were working hard to support their education. They seemed very satisfied with their children’s activities at school and seemed well informed about how they were progressing. Also, they wanted their children to study further in the same school.
Mr. Mandal then dropped us back to Belmuri station from where we took the train back to Howrah, Kolkata.

Some main funding issues to focus on:
Proposal to build :
a) Child Resource Center

b) Recreational park

c) Residential hostel complex for sustaining the project
d) Bathroom in the new building

e) Kanajuli Primary School, which is one of the public schools Asha WAH’2005 funded requested Asha to fund it for building of a boundary wall which the school lacked. Because there was none, the children at times wandered out of the school premises.
Some other issues: 
a) RTI not being used.
b) Whether building the hostel is a good way to attain sustainability.
