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About Rural Development Trust

Rural Development Trust – (RDT) runs a group of makeshift schools around the construction corridor in Chennai for the children of migrant laborers from Andhra Pradesh and Orissa. Asha Seattle has supported this project since its inception in June 2005.

The area between Chennai and Mahabalipuram is dotted with many IT companies and real estate development projects. Behind all those huge buildings is the work of the construction workers. There is a huge demand for low priced labor and the laborers from Andhra Pradesh and Orissa are more than willing to satisfy the demand due to poor conditions and no means of livelihood in their home towns. Many of these families live in sheds provided by the construction companies near the sites. Their living conditions are poor and the children are left behind when the parents go to work. These children are not taken into the local government schools because they know only Telugu and not Tamil. Also, they don’t have Tamilnadu based nativity or residency certificates or ration card that will make them eligible to free schooling in the state.
RDT is set up to help these children. The school aims to wean children away from construction labor jobs and juvenile delinquency by providing them with formal education opportunities. To this end, it serves as a bridge school, enabling children to study through classes 1-8 in Tamilnadu, eventually helping them to continue their education in Telugu schools once their parents return to Andhra Pradesh. 

According to the report, the number of schools at the time of my visit is 15.
	Egattur

	Kelambakkam 

	Chennai Pattinam

	Ammapettai 

	Kalavakkam 

	Padur 

	Siruseri

	Navalur

	VaniyanChavadi

	Jeppiar nagar

	Kazhipattur 

	Veerapuram

	KeelKottiyur

	Chemmancherry Tope

	Kattankulathur


The Site Visit on January 20th 2012
Egatoor 
During my visit to India on January 20th 2012, I met Mr.Elumalai, our Co-ordinator for this project in Egattur at the main campus in Egattur I also met the assistant coordinator and all the teachers who teach at the Egattur campus. Most of them are pretty conversant in Telugu and are able to communicate to the parents and students effectively and convince them to send the children to the school. 
The Egattur school is a building donated by the government within its school premises. The building, at the time of donation, was dilapidated and barely functional. Last year, the building was renovated and make functional. The renovation was made possible largely through the donation of building materials by the Lions club of Chennai and the labor costs was covered within the annual ASHA budget by tightening other operating costs.  The kids were seated in 4 different make-shift classrooms within the same building. A few classes were also conducted in the open area under the trees.  At the time of my visit, there were 6 teachers present including a few English teachers. 
According to the report, this is the first year that all the teachers have completed teacher training program (at undergraduate level). Many of them teach more than one subject and are conversant in English, Tamil and Telugu. I asked the students in general about whether they liked the school and enquired as to why they liked them. I also asked them about the food they get and what they learn on a day to day basis. The children were all dressed in uniform and clean. They all seemed very happy in school. I also met and spoke with all the teachers. 
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There was a big room on the side where the infants and toddlers were there in a day-care center setting. The Government school was functioning on the other side building. There was another building in the same fenced campus where food was being prepared and brought into the school during lunch hour. I saw the whole process was conducted in a clean and orderly fashion. The kids get a pre-decided meal per day and care is taken to offer second helpings to kids who need them. The teachers also help the little kids finish their food and serve the food and clean up afterwards. The food was cooked by the time I reached the place as a result of which I didn’t have a chance to meet the cook. Currently, they employ 3 cooks in different campuses and use the school van to shuttle the food to smaller schools On the day of my visit, the food was rice and Sāmbhar cooked with some vegetables and one curry.
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After lunch, I observed an English class being taught. The kids were taught a few poems and grammar and one young student recited a poem with reasonable fluency. The reading level of the children seems to be good, given their short period in the school. They seem to be comfortable in the neighborhood and most of them called out that math and English were their favorite subjects. I was also shown the graded exam papers of a few students, some report cards and other logs that maintain the day to day affairs of the school, including accounts. The teachers and Mr. Elumalai are doing an earnest job of maintaining the school is an efficient manner. I also noticed many art projects and drawings that the children have worked on and some motivational posters put up on the walls of the school and as a separator between classes. The building is one big hall that has 4 makeshift rooms or classes. 
Observations / Suggestions
1. The children seem to be very happy to come to school.
2. Since I was able to converse with the students and teachers in telugu, I was able to ask them questions about how they feel about attending school. They expressed healthy positive sentiment about their ability to attend school and told me that they would make their parents proud. It was a moving moment.

3. Mr. Elumalai takes great care in these children and has partnered with an NGO and labor union to help better the situation of these laborers and get them to participate in free medical and vocational camps.

4. There seem to be some level of trust on RDT around the area and many people have recognized the small yet significant change that RDT is trying to bring in.

5. I was disturbed by some shopkeepers around the area mocking the kids due to their inability to speak the native language Tamil.

6. The one plea that the teachers had is travel/bus pass support as they have to commute between schools as well as to their homes in far off places and the government has recently hiked travel fares.

7. One of the teachers who is teaching there has been with the school for a long time, as a student and having graduated and completed his teacher training, has returned as a teacher.

Areas where help is required

I have explored some possibilities to getting additional local funding (Construction companies or rotary Chennai etc.) to manage the increasing costs due to inflation and more students being enrolled. So far, none of them have materialized.

A huge portion of annual costs is the food materials and it would help immensely if we are able to get some form of government subsidy on rice and other produce. 
Overall, I am happy to see this program making a difference in the region.
