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SEED is a compound project of several “schools”, all serving children of parents who are inmates, on death row, fatally ill or parents who had abandoned their children for a variety of reasons which may include the parents own health or line of work. 

SEED has 4 campuses:

1) Main Campus: Primary School Classrooms, Dining Hall, Library, Hostel, Offices & Courtyard (Sri-Perumbudur)

2) Boys school (middle and high schools) – (Urungakottai)

3) Boys Vocational Training Center (ITI) – (Urungakottai)

4) Girls Vocataional Training Center & high school laboratories (Sri-Perumbudur).

Boys and Girls under 10 years of age live in the main campus hostel, and attend Primary School within the same campus. 

Girls between ages 10 and 17 go to Government School nearby during the day, and return to the main campus hostel where they live and sleep. After 17, SEED has a vocational training center for those girls that don’t get jobs on their own (most of them, about 16 or so in the current batch). Some of them are encouraged to go for teacher training certifications which they can obtain at other institutions, although SEED would like to start such a program within their own premises. SEED helps the girls transition to jobs after that.

Boys between 10 and 17 attend the SEED Boys school in a nearby town of Urungakottai. After 17, they apply for colleges in Madras or other places (the Swami Vivekananda college regularly accepts the top performers from SEED). Those boys that don’t get jobs are also offered vocational and technical training at the boys training center. SEED helps them transition into jobs after that. 

During this visit, I visited 1) and 4), as they are located side by side and easily accessible from the Madras Bangalore highway. 

The schools were in full session, being a weekday. And my family and I had a chance to meet Mr. Palaniswamy, the “headmaster”, or coordinator for SEED. Mr. Gnanasambhandham, the chief Accountant for SEED was also present and escorted us in from the highway.

There were children of lepers, prostitutes, inmates etc.  Mr Palaniswamy explained that he worked closely with the Government to identify parents in such situations who may have children who were being neglected, left in temporary living situations while they were arrested etc. Mr. Palaniswamy himself scours the state of Tamil Nadu for such cases, making direct contact with the parents, or the children’s temporary guardians to identify those children who could benefit from the SEED program and hostel. In most cases, he says, parents either want the best opportunities for their children and have given up on the idea that they could ever provide it, or for other reasons are happy to have their children go to SEED (to get rid of them). Most of the children there did not have a good experience with their parents, and most of them want to forget the miserable circumstances from which they came and get on with their new lives as part of the hostel. Many children do maintain contact with their families, if they have functional families, or caring parents who enquire about them. But for most of these children, the estrangement from their parents is a natural due course as a result of the uniquely ugly circumstances that their parents are in. 

The children all clearly see Mr. Palaniswamy as a father figure to them and he too adopts this persona. Mr. Palaniswamy has a wife and his own children in Chennai, but he admit that he often feels like he is a better father to the children at SEED than to his own children whom he says are lucky to have the privileges they do. He travels multiple times a week to the schools from his home in Chennai. And he also travels around the state identifying adults who may have children in need. 

The children  come to see their warden and teachers as mother figures as well. These women staff of SEED have educational training, but also receive training in counseling to deal with the difficult circumstances that the children come from. Ms. Annakili, who works in the SEED office shared that it is often difficult for her to hear the stories that the girls especially bring from their backgrounds, and the best they can all do is to show the children that they are loved and safe in their new home. They work with each child on a case by case basis to resolve any issues they may have, as well as to re-connect with their families as needed.

Mr. Palaniswamy knows each of the children by name and knows their background. This was evident as he would introduce me to the children and tell me their story. Although, he would do it in hushed tones so as not to rake up the difficult past in front of the children who still have many painful memories.

Mr. Palaniswamy is the hub and the beat of the school. Not only is he the “dean of students” as it were, but he is also the chancellor and president of the institution, in that it is he who identifies funding sources and maintains relationships and manages expectations from the funding sources. There are a great many groups from various parts of the world who are funding bits and portions of SEED’s operations. The dining hall is named “Lotus” and bears the name of the German group that funded its construction and finishing. Similarly, the campus itself bears the name of a private donor who gave some original money for the buildings. Mr. Palaniswamy also gave me many articles about him written in various magazines showcasing him as social worker of the decade for his many endeavors with regard to SEED. It is evident that he is a politically connected man who has built or at least sustains relationships with many. But it is also clear that he is passionate about the work that SEED is doing and is well intentioned with these connections and relationships. 

During the time that I visited, the first lunch meal batch had completed their meal and were playing in the classrooms with their teacher. These children showed me some of their creative curriculum materials and showed off their knowledge of poems, words or other texts when I went in there. The children were also very excited to show me their computer lab which they keep under lock and key. One in, they ran past the classroom into the actual lab and began excitedly pounding away at the keyboards. Although this unfocussed excitement concerned me, I reviewed the notebooks that the teachers kept meticulously in the outer classroom, and was reassured to see pages of neat notes on logic and other computer how-to and windows navigation instructions.

The second lunch meal batch were still eating their food and I joined them. They prayed for thanks before they began, and children were encouraged to eat without wastage which did not seem to be an issue. In honor of my appearance into the Lotus lunch hall (whose construction and tiling was sponsored by a German agency), the children all got an extra helping of rice and sambaar, which they all polished off.

Since I had seen the girls hostel above, I did not go back to visit there again, but I did go and see the library facility. They had a great big skylight, and even though it was lunch time, several children were there of all age groups, reading books for the love of the stories and pictures. This was very heartening to see.

Next door was a large complex that housed some laboratories and classrooms for the women’s vocational training. I visited the sewing and handicrafts room that was in session, although lightly loaded that day. The labs were being used by a small group of high school women who came across as extremely confident and competent with their knowledge of science and the lab work. They showed me their circuit diagrams and spoke to me about them with a conviction that I haven’t even heard from the women that I went to college with. I was impressed with their strong sense of self.

The empty complex has hostel facilities on the upper level that SEED hopes to attract women to. These women, Mr. Palaniswamy explained, could reside here and receive vocational training, or training as teachers for work in schools elsewhere. The full extent of the plans for the new facility haven’t yet been realized.

Overall, it is apparent that SEED is an operation that is benefiting a lot of children who would otherwise be society’s castaways. These children who impressed me as having a strong sense of self worth were definitely getting it as a result of their home being SEED. 

However, the extent of SEED’s operations, and plans, as well as their multiple funding sources were confusing. It struck me as an accounting challenge to keep the various sources and the operations straight. The visit did not help me understand their funding needs of priorities at the current time, since they have a lot of things going on for which they need funds.

There is a lot of energy and knowledge about the operations that stem directly from Mr. Palaniswamy, as well as his emotional role as the father figure and protector of the children. And the single source of leadership with very little redundancy was a concern for me as well.  The project steward (Sundar Swaminathan) would be well served by the challenging job of partnering with this project to ensure that they are considering these sorts of issues.
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