


TEA Trust





Harish, Kumar (Asha-Princeton volunteer) and I visited TEA Trust.   We happened to be in Madras at the same time prior to leaving for Timbaktu.  





We had planned on being there at 10.30 or so, but at the last minute we got an opportunity to visit the IT project at the M. S. Swaminathan Institute (one component of this project is the usage of cell phones to warn fisherman at sea of storms in their way - you might have heard of this) so we arrived at TEA Trust around 1.00pm or so.    This place is fairly close to Madras - about 50 kms.  Mr. Arputham had mentioned a couple of times that this was a interior rural area, and I had thought it could not be all that bad, because it is close to Madras.  But as we drove there one thing was obvious - the condition of the roads was pretty bad.  As soon as we turned off the main highway, the road became one lane with pot holes.   Within a few miles we had to turn onto a dirt road (where some occasional patches of pavement visible; Kumar mentioned that this would count as a paved road in govt. statistics).  Within a couple of kilometers we reached Reddipalayam.





Mr. Arputham and a group of ladies (they all work with TEA trust, many are teachers in their program which I shall talk about below) were waiting for us at the TEA trust office.  They sang a song about the usefulness of education, and put a towel/shawl around my shoulders (much to my embarrassment).   We all introduced ourselves and began talking.





Mr. Arputham, is from that village, Reddipalayam.  He has a degree, he worked with another NGO for a while, got some experience, and came back to his village to do something for the village.   They have worked with Asha before, on an education project, and thought of approaching Asha again as he felt he should focus on education now (I felt he meant what he said and it was not the other way around - that he wanted to get money from Asha, hence he focused on education).   Mr. Arputham talked about the situation in the villages.  They had been mainly agricultural laborers, and in the last 10-15 years brick kilns had moved in (the soil is very good for bricks).  They had bought small land pieces and consolidated into larger areas for making bricks.  Apparently Mr. Arputham had recommended to the local panchayat against allowing the brick kilns (called ‘chambers’ I don’t know why, probably because of the rooms in the structures where bricks are dried) to set up activities in the area, but the panchayat had not listened to him.  Now many villagers work for the chambers - they are about 17 in the area.  They pay low wages, and the typical exploitative situation exists - when a family takes a loan, the whole family becomes bonded the owner, and the whole family including children work for the kiln.  They can practically never repay the loan because of the ridiculously high interest rates.  The local panchayat leader is apparently a stooge of the chamber folks - the chamber owners ensure that.  The lorries on the dirt roads raise a lot of dust which is causing all kinds of respiratory problems among the children.  The chamber owners are not investing in tar roads.  TEA trust has attempted to put up tall ‘thatti’ (temporary fences made of palm leaves) to try and prevent some of the dust coming into the schools when the school is in session.  The dust is a serious problem.





TEA Trust runs non-formal education centers (NFEs).  These NFEs teach literacy skills.  These literacy skills enable them to pass the lorry driver’s exam, after which they get jobs as lorry drivers for chamber owners.  So, while there is a (small) economic benefit, there does not appear to be much of social change or any real change because of what they get from NFEs.  They were still at the mercy of the exploitative chamber owners.  





They had bought lunch from a local place and we ate lunch.  Each lunch packet was quite large.  The driver who was with us, Selvaraj could not finish his lunch and when he finished he started to pick up the leftovers but Mr. A insisted that he leave the leaf behind since it could be used.  Selvaraj said that it was not fresh food, he had eaten from it, but Mr. A still insisted.  I hoped he did not mean that he was going to give the leftovers to a villager (he had mentioned earlier that a family had not had anything to eat for 4 days and was eating ‘gangji’.)  Maybe he meant this was going to give to a dog.  I hope so.





After lunch we toured the buildings outside the office.  There was a disabled teenager who Mr. A had sent for training to the State Resource Center to get trained in making learning materials.  He was making things like alphabets out of wood, jigsaw puzzles using maps and so on.  Mr A. offered to make such learning materials for other Asha projects (as a means of generating income for them).  There was also a shed with an autorickshaw and the traffic signals painted on the walls.  That had been used to teach autorickshaw driving to some young women.  I expressed doubt to that being a viable business in the area.  He said it would be a good business taking people to Chengalpattu (nearby big town, about 18 kms from the villages).   (I think there are some things happening with autorickshaw drivers in Tamilnadu - at least the Madurai area is seeing the advent of the minibus which is cutting into their market. I had an interaction with an autodriver in Madurai, it was probably the most heart rending experience this visit.  Basically, I am not sure TEA trust had an element of thinking whether there is really a market for this - it might be just following other NGOs because it is considered a good thing to do. ).





After this we got into the TEA trust jeep (it was more convenient to use the jeep on the dirt roads than the car we had come in) and started visiting the schools.  The first stop was Reddipalayam school.   What I am going to describe here is pretty much the situation in all schools we visited.  The schools are all primary schools, and are one room about 20ftx80ft in size.  All 5 classes - class 1 to 5 are held in this one room.  Sometimes the teachers conduct one or two classes in the corridor outside.  Schools with 100-120 children have two teachers, schools with around 180 children have 3 teachers.   Multi-grade teaching is necessary.  Some had a blackboard on a stand or blackboard on the wall (only one for all the classes together), both of which were hardly black.  Children sat on the floor, but the concrete is chipped badly in many places.  The only furniture was a desk for the teacher, some stands for charts (no cupboard for books).   There were some charts on the wall, and typically a picture of Gandhi and Thiruvalluvar or Subramanya Bharati or Ambedkar.   One was in worse condition than the others in that the windows were broken.   We stopped at about 3 such schools in different villages.  Each village was 2-3 km from each other, reachable by dirt roads.   Unfortunately we visited on Dec. 26th, and the schools were closed.  Some children were brought to school because we were visiting, but we didn’t see classes in session.





During the travel in the jeep I tried to understand the proposal better (there was quite a bit of confusion when we reviewed it at our meeting).  Basically their education efforts now consisted of appointing extra teachers at these schools.  These teachers are trained at the govt. run State Resource Centers.  The additional teacher is to provide a better student-teacher ratio.  I believe they use the teaching aids made by TEA trust.  It appeared as though there was no tension between these TEA trust teachers and the govt. school teachers (though the TEA trust teachers are paid a much lower salary - Rs, 1000/month or so - and some had been requesting TEA trust for a better pay).  These schools being fairly close to Chengalpattu and Madras, it appeared as though attendance of the teachers was not a big problem.   The new proposal was focused on improving these schools.  The proposal was to involve the community by strengthening parents-teacher committees, and to train additional teachers on child rights and environmental issues at the State Resource Center.  These would be taught at the school, child labor is an issue in the area.  Awareness amongst parents would be brought about by distributing material printed pamphlets (we had wondered at the meeting whether the parents would be able to read these pamphlets).   The new proposal had come about because Mr. A felt that TEA trust should really focus on education to bring about any change in the area.  Mr. A told us that the program of appointing additional teachers was in trouble after December since TANPIC, which had funded them so far was unable to fund them beyond that.  He wanted to add that to the proposal.  





 The chambers attract migrant labor from other parts of Tamil Nadu.  These workers migrate with families during the brick making season and go back during the rest of the year. The children’s education is severely disrupted as a result (as we see in other Asha projects involving migrant laborer’s children).  TEA trust has started a residential school for these children.  When the parents are here, the children can study here, and when the parents leave, the children can stay back at the school and study at the school.  It is a brand new school, with classes I and II now, this will grow as children move to the higher class.   We talked to some of the children in this school, interestingly the teacher mentioned that some of them were Irula children.  (Asha supports a project for the Irulas in Thiruvalluvar district, a tribal group).    The infrastructure at this school is of course much better than at the govt. schools.   It is constructed by TEA trust.





One of TEA trust’s (recent) activities is development of micro-credit groups.  Some of the TEA trust teachers are part of these groups.   (each group has a ‘uniform’ - same color/design saree - I guess to give a feeling of oneness and belonging to the group.  I think the sarees were provided by TEA trust).  We visited one of the micro-credit groups.  They talked about how they were ready to do work, but there was no work.  There were some girls who had passed class X but they had no jobs and were at home.  The people in that village had been doing embroidery for a company in Bombay for a while, but that had abruptly stopped, the villagers did not know why (globalization is my guess, embroidery is probably done cheaper in China or someplace - purely my guess).  Now sewing seemed to have a market, so there was some training in sewing happening.  They all asked us to support their school to which we replied that it was a decision that had to be taken by all volunteers together after discussion.  





We then had coffee and headed back to Madras.  There were a few more schools/villages where apparently people were waiting, but we didn’t have the time as we had to catch the evening train for our trip to Timbaktu.





MY THOUGHTS: Clearly there is need for something to be done in various spheres in this area, including education.  I felt Mr. A was a pretty good person.  Levels of commitment amongst Asha supported projects vary, and he is not like some others who live in the village, have no family of their own and so on.  He lives in Chengalpattu and his children go to school there.  But I felt he was genuine in his desire to do something from the village, and he was from the village and a dalit like the community he is trying to help (he did mention that there are some non-dalit families in the area, and they are helped when they need help, but I am not sure they are actively focused on in the developmental efforts.  Something to be conscious of.  Dalit workers tend to focus on the dalit community only, and if we want them to be more comprehensive we have to communicate that to them early on.).  





However, to be blunt, I felt he lacks creativity and perhaps vision to see what is the best thing to be done.  True, improving education would be a great help.  But I am not sure that getting parents involved through pamphlets is the best first step (of course ours was a visit of a few hours, he is the one experienced in the situation there).   I felt that infrastructure would help - at least blackboards which were actually black (so that what was written on them would be visible), some additional ones to cater to all classes (there were literally only one or two), some bookcases with books, and a re-paved floor were immediately necessary.   Perhaps some attached thatched structure for additional classrooms.  Then one would have to ensure that the teachers were properly trained (I am not sure how good the State Resource Centers are).   So my priorities would be (1) infrastructure improvement (might have to get permission from govt. authorities if things are done to the building itself and (2) ensuring the training the teachers got was good and relevant.





I think Mr. A would be very open to learning.  I think being part of a supportive network would do him good, and help him develop a vision.  He said quite a few times that they want to be a partner of Asha, and I think he said that to mean more than just funding.   His example reminded me of what Dr. Balu of Swami Viveka Youth Movement had said - that there was an urgent need to develop human resources - to train people interested in social work to do it well.  He feels Asha should recognize this as a critical area.  There are dynamic and visionary leaders, and these people we can fund and leave alone.  When we visit those projects it is for our learning.  But Mr. A needs some guidance and a support network.  And I think in this case Mr. A is committed and genuine enough that we should consider providing this guidance and support network.  If we just fund him for the current proposal, I am not at all sure something will really change in the schools (again, I am only talking after a few hours’ visit).  But some things can be changed like infrastructure and quality of teaching.  Parents’ involvement could be increased as part of the process - perhaps parents’ involvement will increase by itself when the see the schools improve and function well.  





This clearly involves a lot of commitment from the project steward here (constant interaction) and some volunteers who are local.  I talked to Mrs. Lakshmi, Oroor Alcott school principal in Chennai and Asha-Chennai coordinator (also the mother of a Berkeley volunteer) briefly about this.  She is interested in having Asha-Chennai help out.  Someone like her with a lot of experience can guide TEA trust well I think.    Asha-Chennai also has the benefit of Shanti, who is experienced in teacher training, and several volunteers in Asha-India (Shanmuga, Anita) are getting involved in teacher training.   These are resources that can be used for TEA trust teachers.  We (Asha-MIT) will also have to make a commitment to be deeply involved if we decide to go ahead.  This is critical.





In summary, I felt if we decide not to fund this project, it is really because Mr. A lacks the leadership and vision of some other groups we work with.  Should that be a criteria to use to reject a project - perhaps we can try and see how we can help in that aspect, especially as it is quite close to Asha-Chennai?  Should we try this as an experiment in developing the potential of Mr. A and others of TEA trust along with funding the project?  Unfortunately there are not enough people like Dr. Balu to go around in this world.  If we focus only such leaders, we might not be able to achieve education for all.





