PARNER PRE-SCHOOLS SITE VISIT REPORT

By 

Yogesh Kumthekar

Parner Pre-Schools is a project stewarded by Asha MN in collaboration with an India based NGO organization MASUM (Mahila Sarvangin Utkarsha Mandal) and is funded by Asha Silicon Valley. This site visit was an announced one for date 19th November 2007 with travel arrangements made by MASUM. Before the visit on Monday 19th, I had met Mr. Milind Chavan from MASUM who is the project coordinator to plan the visit. Following is a brief account of the visit experience.

Monday 19th Nov

7.00am: Milind and I started for Parner Taluka from Pune, Maharashtra in a hired vehicle. The reason for hiring a vehicle was Parner Tribal Hamlets which are/will be covered by the pre-schools are located in areas which are very difficult or rather impossible to access through state public transport or even privately run local transport services. The plan was to visit two preschools located at Bhosarmal and Gurhewadi tribal hamlets and reach there in time to see the schools in operation. On our way to Parner we made a stop at Ralegan Siddhi (Famous model village developed by Mr. Anna Hazare) to pick Mr. Dilip Ghavane who is responsible for MASUMs activities such as micro credit in Ralegan and nearby areas. Although the road for most part of our journey to Parner Taluka was in good condition, the road connecting tribal hamlets to the main highway was in real bad condition, sometimes there was just no road. 
11.15 am: We reached Bhosarmal hamlet and had to park at some distance from the school due to the lack of roads. We walked to the pre-school room which was built out of stones and mud, approximately 10 ft by 10ft with metal roofing and 2 windows for ventilation. The room floor was surfaced with cowdung a common practice in rural India. The school was already in session when we entered the room. Milind introduced me to the teacher, Mrs. Ranjana who has been with this pre-school program for quite sometime now. The children looked a bit surprised to have 3 of us walk in at once. We sat down on the floor and asked the teacher to continue with the teaching. The class had only 14 children present although the actual strength was 23, 12 boys and 11 girls, the reason being this was the first day at school after diwali vacation.

 Ranjana asked the children to introduce themselves by their name, but most of the children were visibly scared and had become really silent with only few of them telling their names. The newly hired helper, Mrs. Manda Jadhav arrived with 1 more child. A few moments later 2 children, a girl and her younger brother arrived with their mother. They instantly started crying as they saw us sitting inside the room and weren’t ready to even enter the room. Their mother had to sit with them for the most of the time we were there. There was one child who had arrived with a small bag on his shoulder and was not ready to sit or take the bag off in our presence. That was a bit funny as he never removed the bag from his shoulder and sat only when we were ready to leave. 

Ranjana was using visual teaching aids, in this case cards, which had sequential pictures of actions for example: one set of visual cards had the process of hatching of egg explained. The other one had the process of stitching clothes. She showed the cards one by one and asked what was shown on the card. Few of the children responded immediately while few of them took sometime. These cards were one of the teaching aids used by Ranjana daily and were obtained from Gram Mangal. The children were still very much silent the reason being our presence. Then Milind, who has been a primary school teacher in the past, took upon himself to make the children a bit comfortable us being there. He started by personally asking each child his/her name. Some of them responded while some of them were still shy. Then he asked all of us to sing a song together with him. This song had a lot of actions which the children were enthused about and started being more open and a bit loud. At the end of the song the children seemed to be more comfortable. There were visual charts of fruits, vegetables, birds, alphabets, numbers, animals, flowers, means of transport hung up on the wall behind the teacher facing the children.. Milind asked the children to name the objects on the chart and now almost all of the children took interest and were answering. The song had done its trick and now the children were more open. 
In the meantime, a lady walked with the mid-day meal. The meal generally arrives at 11.00 but arrived at 12.05 pm a bit late today. We decided that we should step out and let the children have their meal. Following are a few details obtained from Ranjana about the Bhosarmal school.

a) The school runs from 10am -5pm

b) There are currently 23 children in the pre-school
c) 45 children from the Bhosarmal pre-school have gone to primary school until now.
d) She conducts activities such as songs, poems, story telling, drawing, indoor and outdoor games etc for children on a daily basis.

e) She also uses teaching aids such as toys, charts, cards on a daily basis. 

f) An attendance is taken on a daily basis. 
After asking some more questions to Ranjana we decided to head towards the Gurhewadi pre-school. We actually had passed Gurhewadi on our way to Bhosarmal earlier. 

12.45 pm: We stopped in front of a temple in Gurhewadi. The room for school was adjacent to the temple. This school was much different from the one at Bhosarmal. Again this room was, as is/will in case of the other school rooms, given by the locals for the school. This school had concrete and brick construction. The room had only one window for ventilation and it was pretty dark inside. The room was not cleared with some stuff still present in the back of the room. The floor was not surfaced as was the case for the Bhosarmal school. When we reached the school we found Mrs. Ujwala Allhad, the newly hired helper trying to get children to sit inside the school. 

The Gurhewadi school had been functional before for sometime but lost its teacher and stopped functioning. Ujwala was hired as a helper for the school but has shown potential of being a teacher if given proper training. No applications for teacher were received for the post of teacher. In this scenario, Ujwala was trying to manage the school without being trained to be a teacher which meant that she was unable to keep the children interested sitting/staying at the school for more than a couple of hours. This was evident as when we reached we found some children outside the room while most of them inside were standing and almost ready to go. 
Again, Milind took upon him to have the children interact with us by asking names and few more questions. Surprisingly here the children weren’t shy and almost all of them told their names. Ujwala then indicated that the children had their mid-day meals and that the lady who was supposed to have the meal cooked just gave her the raw meal and she had to cook it by herself. She also informed us that there was a lady in this hamlet who wanted to apply for the position of teacher. This was somewhat good news since this school had not received applications for position of teacher until now. This lady was called in for introduction. Once that was done we decided to get going as the journey back was of 7 hours. When we stepped out we had some elderly person of the hamlet with us. Milind requested the person to bring up the issue of the school at their panchayat meetings, specifically getting the room ready for school as it was in a not so good condition. 
I was not able to get a count of the actual children, since as soon as Ujwala was out of the room with us a few children came up to her saying rest of the children had left. This again showed that this school was nowhere near Bhosarmal school where Ranjana has done a great job. We started our return journey at around 2.00 pm.
Few other points of information obtained from Milind during the journey.

1) The pre-school at Shelvak had its new teacher, Mrs. Archana Rokade, appointed on 23rd Oct. 

2) Archana, Ujwala underwent 1 day training with Ranjana on 13th of November. This was to give some kind of preliminary training to Archana and Ujwala to handle the children before they get formally trained.

3) Both Archana and Ujwala have been asked to survey the children in the pre-school for total number of children, number of girls and boys, and their ages.  

4) Both Archana and Ujwala with the help of Ranjana have been asked to come up with a list of required teaching aids, materials for the school to be fully functional.
5) An “Anganwadi” under the ICDS (Integrated Child Development Scheme) run by Indian government  was sanctioned in Gurhewadi, which meant that our plan to have a preschool in this area  will be affected as an “Anganwadi” would cover pre-primary education. Another “Anganwadi” has also been sanctioned at Pardara which again was surveyed and decided upon to have a preschool under Masum and Asha funding. 

6) The other prospective areas namely Limdari, Godsedara have had applications for the position of teacher and helper and also the rooms for the schools to be held have been obtained.
7) Masum will be having a staff meeting during which Ranjana, Ujwala and Archana will present their findings and also inform the team about the required teaching aids.

Conclusion:
With the exception of Bhosarmal, all the other planned pre-schools have some way to go before being fully functional. This was expected considering the geographic location of the areas covered under the project. The progress has been satisfactory with the updates and information about the project progress provided by Milind and Dilip are encouraging. Overall was a wonderful experience to actually visit these pre-schools and to see that our work makes a positive impact on human life. I would strongly recommend Asha to continue funding to this project and also invite Asha members to visit Parner to experience and provide valuable inputs. 
I would like to thank Milind, Dilip, Dr. Awasthi and Masum for arranging my site visit and providing answers to all my questions, stupid at times.
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