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The Anandabazar Patrika Article
On 27th Nov, 2005 the main article in the central page of the leading Bengali daily newspaper was on Shikshamitra, describing it as “Parash Pathar” or Touchstone which has transformed the lives of children by providing a caring and learning atmosphere.  This article caught the attention of a large number of people.  The children normally do not read newspapers except in school.  The article had a photograph of the children’s theatre class and two of the children read out the article to the rest.  The children started objecting to two things.  The article said that initially the children were very violent and disruptive and secondly labeled them as “backward”.  So they asked for a special discussion session.  This became a recapitulation of what they used to do initially in their classes, during breaks etc. and what they do now.  The children agreed that the article’s description about disruptive behavior was all right.  But the term backward wasn’t liked by them at all.  So they were asked to describe what backwardness might mean.  And the many things they said included children with irresponsible parents, children whom the teachers did not pay much attention to, those who started school late, those who were slow learners or had some disability etc.  In their own way the children were describing the causes of backwardness which need to be addressed.  This was a very lively discussion.
The article was pasted on the notice board of the Junior Sporting Club by the secretary Kishor Ghosh.  This club is the venue of our community meetings.  Kishor kept on asking everyone to read the article and transfer their children to Shikshamitra.  The children also reported that many people in the neighborhood had seen the article and some were talking about sending their children to our school from next year.
The children

· Three groups in Morning School: The school opened after the Puja vacations on 17th October.  The children were broken from two into three separate groups.  An intermediate group was formed taking 4 from the junior and 3 from the senior sections.  Annu Khatun, a student of Class V in a local government school was already attending our evening section.  She was disgusted with her morning government school and decided to join Shikshamitra intermediate group.  So at the time of closing of school for the winter break on 23rd December, the junior group had 5, intermediate 8, and senior 8, taking the total to 21.  Adar Naiya, elder brother of Bijoy Naiya (junior section), used to go to a local Hindi medium school (the family is Nepalese) and was thrown out of Class V as the family could not buy all the books.  He kept on pestering us to take him into the morning school.  He has been attending special afternoon Bengali classes with us and he has learnt quickly.  He is going to join the intermediate group when the school opens on 3rd January.
· Eye Foundation (Manicktala, Kolkata) carried out an eye checkup on 13th November.  7 children were prescribed spectacles which the Eye Foundation is going to provide at a subsidized rate.  Parents have paid the Rs. 150 for the spectacles and these will be supplied on 3rd January.

· Children’s Day was celebrated on 14th November, where teachers set up a show for the children.  Some games were arranged for the children, where one father who had come to watch also joined in.  The day ended with all the students and teachers having a sit down lunch together which was greatly enjoyed by the children.  One of the mother’s sent some sweets for dessert and another sent a potted plant for the school!

· The monthly prize distribution which started in August has been held four times.  In the last one on 23rd December, everyone got the prize for group participation.  Each class has a monitor which changes every month to check up each child’s personal hygiene (cleanliness, nails, dress, bath, etc.) and based on this, 5 children have got a Hygiene prize in December.

· The Evening School: On 14th December Sujit and Sudeshna, along with Ardhendu Chatterjee, Anshuman Das and Kakoli Deb of DRCSC reviewed the progress of the evening school and decided the future course of action.  It was decided to hold a meeting with the parents and give a certificate to the 9 children who have completed 6 months.  This event will be on 4th Jan 2006.  In the last week of December, these students have made some of the jute items commercially.

Outings
· 30 children and some teachers, totaling 42 people (all the morning children, and some of the others) went to see a theatre performance “ Bhalo Rakkhasher Galpo” – The story of a Noble Giant - based on an environmental theme, on 19th Nov.  For most children this was the first time they were watching a performance in an auditorium and they enjoyed it very much.

· The seniors went to see the state level competition of the Children’s Science Congress on 20th November to Loreto Sealdah with 2 teachers.  This is coordinated by Science Communicators Forum in West Bengal every year.

· The seniors also attended and participated in some of the events in the Shishu Mela – Children’s Festival - at St.Xavier’s School on 11th December.

Curriculum Developments
Theatre: Converting poetry and songs into images, drawings, physical expressions (dance, drama, mime) through group work has been a major thrust.  This has been facilitated by the new teacher Ankur, assisted by Barun and Biswajit.  A lot of the popular Bengali Band songs have been used as the children are already familiar with them.  This has also meant developing group coordination skills and a sense of time.  Apart from the regular school, the special afternoon theatre class is being attended by 16 students out of whom 6 are outsiders.

Dance: In Suchetana’s dance class some of the boys are playing the drum and also participating in the dance.  It is interesting that many are putting in a lot of effort and picking up the seemingly boring footwork.  Apart from the regular school, the special afternoon dance class is being attended by 15 students out of whom 6 are outsiders.

Magic: The magic class is being attended by 12 students, out of which 3 to 4 are showing some promise.  We shall be reviewing the magic class in January to decide where to go after this.

Film Shows: Every Thursday the children have started watching some movies.  This has started in November.  So far they have seen Jungle Book, Lion King, Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times, and Dance Like a Man.  We are building up a film collection and will very soon start using these film shows for all kinds of discussions.

Local History: Resource teacher Sandip Bandopadhyay had started coming in once a week from 18th November to take local history classes with the seniors and his first session ended on 23rd December.  Based on this he has made some reading material.  This will now be followed up by Sudeshna, who will guide the children to investigate the local history with the help of leads given in Sandip’s reading material.  Sandip will accompany on some of the local tours.  All this will ultimately lead to a book.  During this class the children already took Sandip and Sudeshna to a highly interesting visit to the docks of the area, which are now defunct.

English: After Maura’s class the children come out talking in English.  In Ankur’s English class also there is no use of Bangla.  The issue is how to make it last and give more practice to the children.  One method could be where at least one teacher uses only English with the children all the time.
Other Subjects: Mahua reports that the mathematics phobia has decreased and many are getting interested.  In Sukhendu’s geography classes the children have started making detailed locality maps after consulting the ward map.  What is most interesting is when the children went out into the streets for making maps or measuring the local ground, many older children of the neighborhood became quite interested and started helping by giving information or making measurements themselves!  Overall the seniors are doing a lot of self work; one can assign work and leave them alone.  They have started using reference books and dictionary from the library.  The 4 previous juniors who are now in the intermediate group are putting in a lot of effort.  All the 5 juniors are able to make and tell stories although their reading-writing skills are still poor.

Teachers and Workshops

· An intensive Teachers Brainstorming was held on 25th and 26th of October, where each teacher made a presentation followed by discussions of what and how they have taken their classes and what they plan to do in future.  This involved everyone – the full timers as well as all the part timers.  Some interested outsiders were also present in some of the sessions (Kasturi, Sujata, Anirban).

· Anirban Hazra Ph.D. Chemistry, Princeton University, ASHA volunteer, currently associated with Arvind Gupta Centre in Pune, who had come to Swanirvar for a month as a volunteer, spent two days conducting a workshop with some Shikshamitra teachers on science games, toys, experiments on 28th October and 26th November.  The teachers and children have started doing some of these things.
· Waldorf Schools: A school “Young Horizons” of Kolkata recently organized a workshop on Waldorf School System, which was conducted by two teachers of Waldorf school of Mumbai (Sujit had visited a Waldorf school in Seattle with ASHA volunteer Swati in Nov 2004 and had wanted to incorporate some of their ideas).  Atreyee from Shikshamitra attended this workshop form 9-16 December and we shall soon share this experience and see what can be done in our setup.

· Documentation: The teachers have written up and are regularly writing fairly detailed log books of what they have done so far, how, the materials used, the time taken, and remarks.  So the “process” documentation is also shaping up.  Some worksheets are being prepared regularly.

Visitors

· Elisabeth Kreuz, Shibani, and Raju of Indienhilfe came to spend a day on 18th November.  Our friend Soumya Chakraborty came to play the Ektara and sing some songs on 29th November.  Helen and Anja, two young visitors from Germany, spent some time in the school on 14th December.

· Randy Wang, a professor in Computer Science from Princeton University, and his graduate student Nitin are involved in using IT for teacher’s training and making audiovisuals for children.  They have started this work with an innovative school in Lukhnow run by Urvashi Sahni and the project is called “Digital Study Hall”.  They visited Shikshamitra on 22nd December and we have had further discussions with them on 31st Dec to set up a long term collaboration starting from early February 2006.

The ERC

The Education Resource Centre was furnished in October.  All the materials which we had collected has been reasonably arranged.  The cataloguing will now start.  Putting all the information about persons, institutions, schools, etc. into proper database has just been started by Barun with the help of Mahua.  The school has now its own email with broadband connectivity: shikshamitra@yahoo.co.in.  Some translation work from Hindi to Bengali has started and this will pick from both Hindi and English.  From 2006 we shall start establishing contacts with other education resource centres and this will add a new dimension to Shikshamitra.
