A long awaited visit to Seva Chakkara 
Executive summary (on what more can be done better)
1) Teachers job at the Orphanage is quite demanding. Can we get help through Nagi (ex-treasurerand ex-marathon program organizer) who just moved to be a professor in IIT Chennai to get junior students at IIT or retired professors to go to Seva Chakkara once/twice a week to teach these first generation school goers.
2) Can we look into offering a “Teacher of the Year” award or a cash bonus for teachers who stay on and continue to serve at very low salaries.
3) Do volunteers here have retired parents or friends back in Chennai who would be willing to go to the Orphanage for a day or 2 per week to teach kids and or talk about their professions and what it means to be a teacher, nurse, social worker, journalist, architect, doctor, engineer, lawyer, information technologist etc etc
4) Can we get hold of contacts to go to the Orphanage to give them regular health care, dental etc.

5) The level of trust and respect I have for grass roots volunteers working on site at Seva Chakkara has increased ten fold and lets continue to do what we can best from here : send sustained & timely funds

Visit on  June 6 2005
My Parents and I set out early, at about 6 am in the morning before the brilliant sun was out on a 4-hour road trip from Tirupati to Chennai.  I was excited that after about 2 years of involvement with Seva Chakkara I was actually getting a chance to meet the kids, meet the administrators, the founder.  I went there unannounced because I did not want them to change their daily routine.
As we reached closer, I saw the sign on a building that read “Seva Chakkara” ! We walked into a narrow building and headed  upstairs. The Orphanage has about six rooms at different levels.  Through a narrow stairway we went upstairs and there were a few people but a young lady who was on the phone greeted us, she was Sukanya who helps out with administrative tasks at the Orphanage. She recently got married but continues to volunteer here. I introduced myself and apologized for not calling before coming. She explained that Mr.Velayudham, the founder and Lakshmi, without whom the Orphanage might stop functioning, were out busy trying to get older kids into mainstream schools and colleges.  Lakshmi has a son of her own and lives next door with her husband, who runs photo/video studio business.  But she spends most of her time taking care of the kids at the Orphanage.  She is indeed a God-send.
Then another young lady stepped into the room and I right away recognized her from the collage work that Seva Chakkara kids had sent and my phone conversations with her from NY I said “Salomi ?” and she said yes…. And I said “hi, I am Suma”!! It was a bit of a moment for us since we had spoken a lot on the phone and it was nice to meet her in person.  Salomi grew up at the Orphanage and is just into her final year in Bachelors of Commerce.  She hopes to do an MBA.
Salomi in Yellow salwar and me.
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Soon Lakshmi stepped in and my parents and I introduced ourselves. She seemed so calm despite her busy schedule. So she took us on a tour around the home of 85+ children. There was a little baby sleeping on a cushion laid on the ground in a corner. My Mother asked if Seva Chakkara only takes in new born kids or in other words where do kids come to the Orphanage from? Lakshmi explained that some are kids of abandoned parents, single-parent kids, street kids etc but this particular kid is a new entry, a pregnant single woman came asking for help and she just delivered the baby in May. He was named Sanjay, so we were puzzled but didn’t ask if they took any single pregnant woman who came asking for help???.  Then we walked through a narrow alley into an area where there were restrooms with an open terrace. As there was no roof in that area there was a nice ventilation and bright sunlight. Keeping the restroom area clean and hygienic, with 85+ kids of various age groups sharing it, is no simple effort but it easily slipped through my mind at the time of the visit.

There was a small stair-case which lead to the longest room (about 450 sq-ft) in the whole building. During the day, this room is used to conduct simultaneous classes for kids from grade I-V. At meal-time, it is used for sit-down eating, and at night, as a sleeping room for all the girls and young kids.  The older boys sleep in a different room.  Lakshmi introduced us to different sections of kids grouped with a teacher. Can you imagine kids trying to learn with background noises from other classes going on at the same time …. Despite this most kids have average to above-average performance and three kids have done exceptionally well in exams.  Commendable!
Lakshmi came across like a very affectionate person with kids. She introduced each and every kid and I recognized most names…  I said oh this is the popular painter, Kandan or oh is this R or D Deepa ? I informed her that some of our donors keep a picture of the kids they sponsor at  their work, and home, and some almost treat them as their own adopted children. So I asked her not to mind when we keep bothering her with questions.
Wished all the teachers with a namaste and thanked one of them (for her continued and dedicated work for many years.  One of the problems is the attrition among teachers at the Orphanage.  Partly due to lack of sufficient funds, delays in fund-transfers and the very demanding nature of the job, only one teacher has stayed committed.  Most end-up leaving in less than a year’s time, which can unfortunately cause disruption to the kids’ learning process.  
Although all of them are like one big family. Lot of kids were also siblings and that I thought was nice. 
Most kids were quite serious. One girl was autistic but she greeted us and had a broad smile., Another kid was deaf and dumb but was being taught along with other children. I was overwhelmed with tearing emotions but somehow talking with the kids helped control myself. Another girl’s earrings were quite pretty and when I offered my compliments, she had a blank expression on her face.  I thought she was probably thinking “Oh yet another person visiting us”. Laskmi mentioned that she has an extremely big heart and does not keep anything for herself and keeps giving all her stuff to other kids.

On our way out we saw a black board which had the name of the Lunch donor for that day. They have a sign up book where visitors and well wishers sign up to sponsor a meal (breakfast, lunch and or dinner) for the kids for a particular day that maybe special to them. 
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Sukanya with one of the girl’s at the Orphanage.
We were also served with nice hot tea and the hospitality was amazing. People who have little seem to always have a big heart giving .
Lakshmi took us upstairs to the terrace which had 2 rooms, one was for cooking where we met the cook, who prepares 3 meals a day for 85+ kids. Phew!! There was another young lady, Mahalaskhmi who was helping out in the kitchen. She is being trained in tailoring and when I asked why she was not pursuing further studies, the answer was she is just not interested in spite of them explaining the importance of education to her in depth. Laskhmi reminded us that these are all kids who are first generation school goers so it is quite challenging to inculcate, sustain and grow the interest for education in them. So for some kids vocational training such as tailoring works better. She mentioned they were also looking to get Mahalakshmi married when they find a good match.
So it is literally like a typical Indian family where they take responsibility for all the resident kids to study and get jobs or vocation training or seek matches and get them married. 
In another small room away from kitchen was Tamilselvi, another young lady who was studying to retake subjects she failed in her 12th grade. I casually asked her if Chemistry is not something she likes and I got no response. Laskhmi asked her to continue studying  hopes that she would clear her subjects this time around with some extra in-house coaching.

      We went to another level down which is where the boys room was and we got           introduced to all the boys. 

Then we delved into the topic of building purchase and I was telling Laskmi how I 

was thinking of helping with the finances for painting the place and she mentioned the owner is still dragging and trying to buy time before transferring documents to their name. Lakshmi mentioned that the landlord  is also asking for more money but they have the documents on the previously agreed amount and everything is in their favor. They had another hearing in 3 days on June 9th to try and get the owner to sign the papers. I am yet to call and find out what came out of the June 9th hearing. Laskshmi said the police also have been sent to the owner’s house to give him a warning to show up at the next court hearing. Supposedly the owner lives right there, a few blocks away. I told her how we all were eagerly waiting for the building to be owned by them so kids won’t have to relocate from place to place. Efforts we put in is nothing compared to what people on the ground have to live through but I did however indicate fund raising efforts of our chapter, Sanjeev, Anita’s marathon efforts towards raising funds for the building. I told Laskhmi to not hesitate if it would help the case if all the volunteers from here sent a written letter and signed it to express our support to the officials to speed up the process to purchase the building. 
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Then we came back downstairs and met Lena (used to be the youngest kid ) he calls Lakshmi “amma or mummy” and was a bit cranky and was crying a lot. He seemed really attached to Salomi and I tried to distract him but didn’t succeed. Then I inquired about the computers and she said they are still down and only 1 out of 2 works. 

We asked to take leave and come back after a few errands to meet Velayudham who had gone to admit Mohana Priya in college. Mohana Priya passed out 12th grade in flying colors. So we left and then came back shortly after with sweets and I took some pictures during kids lunch time and  sponsored a meal  for the kids. Velayudam was not back so I spoke to him on the phone and he gave me a good news that Mohana got into a college for her bachelors degree in science.
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      Children during lunch time.

Many volunteers, who have made a site visit, said that it makes ones connection with a project very different. It did for me and a reality that was sort of a fiction is now a sore reality for me!  So many thoughts on what can be done better ….

As a very experienced volunteer once said its easy to sit in the comfort of our apartments, sip on tea and debate about funding etc for projects in India …. Ground reality is very different and challenging so let us support the grass roots workers and do the best we can from here after a certain level of trust has been developed and that is funding!

