A note on my visit to RDT  on 28th and 29th December 2006 
Background

Rural Development Trust (RDT) a voluntary organisation based in Tiruporur, Kancheevaram District of Tamil Nadu has been for the past few years providing educational services for the migrant families. These families have come mainly from the coastal districts of Andhra Pradesh. They have migrated in search of labour and are mostly employed as unskilled labourers at the construction sites. The stretch between Chennai and Tiruporur is fast developing as an IT park. So we find many huge constructions taking place. At the construction sites are temporary settlements of migrant families, at some sites the construction companies have put up temporary tin sheds for the labourers.

RDT has been running five schools for children of migrant families. The location and enrolment in the schools is as follows:

1. Kelambakam
90 children                     2. Egatoor

120 children

3. Chemanjari

110 children                   4. Vaniyanchavadi
35 children

5. Kalavakam

40 children

In July 2006 we had organised a two day workshop at Tiruporur for all the 17 teachers who are working in the schools on Activity Based Learning. As a follow up to this workshop I made a visit to RDT on 28th and 29th December 2006 to mainly understand and get a feel of the school situations and to get a feed back from the teachers on Activity Based Learning.

Observations
On 28th afternoon Elumalai and myself went to Kelambakam. The school here is located at the construction site itself. The construction company has setup a temporary school structure with bamboo poles and tin sheets. It is fairly a large shed with enough of ventilation and space for 90 children. Next to this is a shed for cooking the mid day meal. The sheds for the labourers are about 20 meters away from the school. There are several rows of sheds and the size of each shed is not more 1.5mts X 2mts. I was told that each of these sheds is given to one family. In most of these shed there are more than five people living which includes both adults and children (children of 12 and above are considered adults hence labourers). There are more than 100 families at this settlement. The living condition of these people is pathetic. Most of the sheds do not even have a door. There are no bathrooms or toilets. People use the open for their nature’s call and washing and bathing is done at the big water tank behind the school. This is the only water source that is available for the 800 odd people in the settlement.

The teachers at this school are Rangaiah, Madhu Babu, Narayanamma and Venkatalakshmi. Rangaiah and Madu Babu had participated in the ABL workshop so I asked them what their experiences were regarding ABL. They agree that children are able to grasp concepts much easier through ABL but were worried about the preparation and mobilization of resources required for ABL. They said that their major task in the morning is to collect (hunt for!) the children. As both the parents go for work they ask the children to take care of younger siblings or guard the house as most houses do not have doors.

I spoke to the children; all of them were happy attending school. They felt coming to schools is better than staying in the sheds. All of these children had been attending school at their respective native places. They said that it was not difficult for them the shift form AP text books to Tamil Nadu text books, as the TN books were also in Telugu. They were satisfied with the mid day meal and were happy with the teachers. All of them said that if they had a choice they would prefer studying in their native place. The only best thing they liked about Chennai is the train journey from their place to here. They go to their native places only once or twice in a year. 

The school closed for the day with singing the national anthem. We then went to the settlement and met some parents at the sheds, they were happy with the school. They were very happy that their children are able to continue their studies. They are aware of the living conditions here and how much their children are suffering. Most of them have small land holdings back at home but say agriculture is not viable. Can not find labour throughout the year, so here they find labour throughout the year and wages are double of what they would get in their native place. It was sad to see that many of them were spending money on liquor. The sanitary and health conditions are in a very bad state.

On the next day we went to Egatoor. Egatoor is a village where there are many migrant families living in small huts owned and rented out by the local people. The government school here has let RDT use two of its classrooms for the RDT School. The teachers here are Ramanjaneyulu, Shankar Rao, Maheshwari and Krishna. This is one of the first schools set up by RDT. After spending some time talking with the children, teachers and community we went to Chemanjari. Chemanjari is another village which is about 2kms away from Egatoor. This school was started in September, previously all the 35 children from here used to walk to Egatoor. The teacher here is Shilpa she has recently joined RDT. The school functions in the local church. All the children were bright and talkative. They sang a lovely song about children and what they expected from their parents. We could not meet the parents or the community as it was getting late for the afternoon teachers meeting at Tiruporur.
At 2 pm we had a meeting with all the teachers. First we discussed about teaching different subjects and using ABL methods. Later I demonstrated simple science experiments using the Kit developed by AID India and IIT Chennai. Requested Elumalai to purchase these science kits for each school so that all the children are involved in doing the experiments rather than just watching them being demonstrated. 

Suggestions

· Tamil as a subject can be introduced, as most of the children can speak Tamil. They need to learn how to read and write Tamil. Based on the interactions I had with the parents i found that it is most likely that they will be working here for another six to eight years. And some said they would not move back to their native places, in such cases it will be useful if the children learn Tamil.

· The walls of all three schools that I visited looked very bland, the classrooms can be made more cheerful with charts, pictures or work done by the children.

· We need to make the construction companies more responsible for the welfare of the laboures and their families.
· RDT may organise a health worker who regularly monitors the health of the children and parents and provide first aid and when required refer them to the hospitals.

· Building rapport with the parents and working with the community is very important. The parents may be organised into self help groups, encourage thrift and help open bank accounts for them.

· The efforts of RDT are commendable they need to be consolidated.

I would like to thank the teachers and children for being patient with me and for clarifying all my questions. I thank Elumalai for dropping me at the bus station in Chennai, insisting me on accepting the to and fro bus fare of Rs 322/- and feeding me with tasty Dosas and Idlies at Tiruporur.

