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Kaingkarya transit school, Thirusoolam, Madras - 1/12/2001 (11 AM - 12 noon) 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Thirusoolam is located about 10 km south of Madras and is the site of the Madras airport. The transit school run by Kaingkarya is about 2 km from the airport in Thirusoolam village. I reached Thirusoolam railway station at about 11 am and was picked up by Ms. Jayashree and Ms. Thenmozhi of Kaingkarya. We took an auto to the transit school and reached it about 10 minutes later.

Thirusoolam has a few small mountains that are leased out by the panchayat to contractors for the purpose of quarrying. A portion of the hill is leased out for a five year term to be quarried. The quarry workers are migrant laborers hailing from the villages of south Tamilnadu. These workers live in huts on the foothills and the surrounding areas. The huts are densely packed and the roads are unpaved and narrow.

The transit school is currently run in a rented hut (Rs. 450/month) that does not even have toilet facilities. The dimensions of the classroom are approximately 15ft X 10ft. The room is partitioned into two and the smaller of the two parts is used as a sort of a creche for the younger siblings of the children. There is a ceiling fan and light in the classroom. There were a moderate number of educational charts and pictures on the walls of the classroom.

About 20 children were present at the time and the split between boys and girls was even. The children ranged between the ages of 5 and 12. They were all seated outside on carpets under a tree. The school timings are between 9:30 am and 3:30 pm and is open five days a week. The children are taught by a teacher who has completed her 12th standard. She has about 15 years of teaching experience and has been with Kaingkarya for nearly 6 years. She teaches the children reading and writing, in both English and Tamil and basic arithmetic.

There are two panchayat schools in the village, one primary school and a secondary school. The students are given one year of training in the transit school and are then put in the local schools. Apparently the panchayat school expects some sort of donation (chairs, tables, cupboards) to get the children admitted. 

The first batch of students from the transit school were admitted last June to the panchayat school and another school in neighboring Pallavaram (about 3 Km away). There have been a few drop-outs among the twenty children, some of them due to migration to their native village or other work locations. One girl dropped out
from 4th grade to help out her pregnant mother. According to the social workers of Kaingkarya, constant monitoring is necessary to prevent the children from dropping out of school. 

We visited two households in the area. In one of them we met two boys and a girl, all in the 10-12 age group. One of the boys was working as a tinkerer in a mechanic shop and the other was employed as a cleaner in a lorry. The girl helps her mother with household work and spends the rest of the time playing. We then went to another household where the lady works as a house-maid. About seven months back she had wanted to admit her two daughters in the panchayat school. After spending a day in the school she managed to get her younger daughter admitted in 1st standard but the school authorities refused to admit her elder daughter(about 10 years old) stating that the girl was too old to be admitted as she did not have a proper eductaional background. After hearing about Kaingkarya she started sending her daughter to the transit school and hopes that her daughter would attend regular school by June 2001.

Alcoholism and gambling seems to be prevalent among the menfolk. There is acute water problem in this area and drinking water is available for only about 15 minutes or so and that too on alternate days. Continuous exposure to dust from the stone crushers causes respiratory and eye problems. Most families here have between 3-5 children and the parents are illiterate. Kaingkarya has been organizing women's self-help groups and has introduced a micro-credit program by which the women save Rs. 50/month and lend it among themselves for a moderate interest.

Funding: Kaingkarya gets funding from organizations like CRY and Chennai Corporation for its School Outreach Program (conducted in slum areas of Chennai) but funding for the transit school has been only from local contributors, namely Lion's club, Rotary club and other individuals. They seemed to be hard-pressed for funds and with funding they would be able to move to a bigger and better place for their school. In my opinion this project is worthy of funding from ASHA-Cornell.

- Jai

