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Parash Pathar – Midas Gold

Bolan Gangopadhyay

A novel school for the poor kids.

Ananda Bazar Patrika, Sunday November 27, 2005
Sudeshna Sinha had decided that within 2 months of starting to build the school of her dreams, she would stop!  For long she had been teaching slum and street kids in another school.  She had formal training in teaching spastic children and children with cerebral palsy.  During her earlier career teaching spastic children, through the many compromises she had to make with the authorities, she had started conceptualizing a school of her own.  Finally, she was able to start “SHIKSHAMITRA” in an apartment in South Calcutta.  At present there are kids ranging from ages 9 to 15 years – 20 in the full time day school, 25 in the special afternoon session, and 11 in the evening school.  But they are ready to take more.  In the beginning, they had to struggle to control the kids.

The school principally caters to “drop out” kids.  All the kids have attended other schools prior to this.  Some of them even progressed to 5th Grade.  But majority of the kids can not read or write.  In those schools where they used to go, the system did not give priority to whether the kids were learning, only paying attention to pass or fail grades.  They had not formed the habit of listening with attention.  Most also did not participate in any sports activities, unless you can call “fighting” a sport!  They also have pronounced tendency towards hooliganism, because that was all they knew.  Neither did they have any interest in music or artistic endeavors.  At Shikshamitra, in addition to reading and writing, they were slowly introduced to drama, painting, magic, dancing, building clay models.  The school syllabus was designed to inculcate the artistic side so they would be ready with vocational training when facing life.  Needless to say, the kids are more interested in this non-formal part of their education, and are better at it too.

A Prize for Courage and Honesty
Almost as a last effort, Sudeshna and her teachers decided to institute some prizes.  Not for academics.  One for honesty, one for helping others in need, one for the most innovative story telling, for doing homework diligently, for regular attendance, for even brushing one’s teeth regularly, keeping their nails clipped etc.

The leader of a variety of indiscipline and rowdiness was a kid named Ramzan.  Not only was he not productive, he would inhibit others from being so.  He never feared any disciplinary action.  One by one the names of other prize recipients are being announced.  Someone wins a pencil, some a ruler, someone a pen.  Ramzan keeps commenting “This is only Rs. 3.50”, “That costs Rs. 4”, “This my abbu can buy easily for me”.  At the very end, Ramzan’s name is called out.  Why?  For honesty.  No matter what he is guilty of, he owns up to his misdeeds.  There is a prize for that too.  Ramzan is now dumbfounded, his legs won’t move!  One teacher calls out to Ramzan “This must be only worth Rs. 5 by your account.  I will give you Rs. 5 if you give it back to me”.  Ramzan retorts “What?  This is my prize, and you cannot buy it for any amount of money!”
This simple act of giving prizes brought about the big transformation in the school.  Till this point, kids used to think of school as responsibilities, sometimes scolding from teachers, and badmouthing from other kids.  The relationship between teachers and taught was one of mistrust.  Because of that, truth was the first victim.  For the first time, they learnt that they had qualities that were prize worthy in front of their peers.  Their humanity and their individualism were recognized for the first time in their lives.  In response, their behavior changed.  The shield they had created through their unruliness and their inattention was penetrated.  They started sharing both their good and bad times with their teachers.  In the beginning, when asked for their opinions on any subject, they would be speechless.  But slowly their mental cobwebs are being cleared away – they have their own thinking and can organize their thoughts and articulate them.

What Shiskhamitra means to them is evident when you talk to them.  Annu Khatun, Puja Haldar, and Vijaya Naiyya, all said they feared their schools because they always used to be scolded or even beaten. It was not unusual to suffer bodily harm from the punishment.  Even worse was to be kept in the rat-infested room where the broken furniture used to be stored, or being spread eagled to a tree with sugar sprinkled all around, or even being confined to a shadow less terrace on a hot summer’s day!  Hearing these tales, one can imagine the reasons for Ramzan’s disruptive behavior.

If kids learn by imitating adults, then it is natural for their behavior to reflect that of the adult disciplinarians.  Their parents worked in masonry, or drove auto rickshaws, or in shops.  Their families ran primarily on their mother’s efforts and sometimes income.  Perhaps a majority of their fathers indulge in drinking, not contributing sufficiently to running the family.  Except for 1 or 2, most of their mothers and sisters work as household help in Calcutta. Most of them have 2-3 siblings.  A drunkard father beating his wife, then having to be released from jail with hard earned money – this is the filter through which they see life growing up.  But they are not penniless, or without a roof over their heads.  But they have not learnt at this tender age that life has a lot more to give than this.  That is why they only speak the language of violence and revenge.

The kids are asked to stage their own play while learning about drama.  They chose the subject, and their individual roles.  They collaborate on the script.  Their drama highlights their world, and their thinking in a way that was hitherto impossible.  In one such drama, they depicted a school where the teachers beat up the kids regularly, and in the evening the kids steal whatever they can from the school.  The audience of teachers is dumbfounded!  “Does this happen?” they ask.  The kids reply “Yes, we have done it!”.  Why?  To punish the teachers for their unjustified violence visited on the kids.

Come, Let’s Change Together

The one thing the kids love to do is write the history of their locality.  The history of the text books is very remote.  Many have not even boarded a train.  So they are more interested in the history of where they live.  The teachers lead the way in how to build the history of their locality.  But then the kids take over asking all the questions.  Who says these are backward kids?

Actually, the “learning disability” moniker was appended to them by their earlier teachers.  Teachers who came from the middle class, and enjoyed their fare share of the society.  To them, the education of their menial help’s kids was not a major undertaking.  It reflects the caste system embedded in the Hindu scriptures.

One of the lessons to be learnt from this experience is the image modern Indian society has of these kids.  The parents desire that they get and wear uniforms, but are unwilling to pay more than half of the nominal cost of the uniforms.  At the end, with their advice, it is decided to use used school uniforms from other schools.  Towards this end, Sudeshna makes contact with a well known local school.  The headmistress of that school says to Sudeshna “We don’t have any problem donating some uniforms.  But it is not right that your school kids will wear the same uniform as our kids.  Captain and crew should not be wearing the same uniform!”

