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1. Introduction 
Bharathi Trust is a Chennai-based NGO that is engaged in empowering the Irulars, an oppressed tribal community in Tamil Nadu, for the past 10 years. In addition to supporting projects for the development of Irulars in Chennai, they also have an active presence over 300 villages spread in Cuddalore  and Vellore districts of Tamil Nadu. The Irualars are an indigenous community who traditionally survived through occupations like occupations are honey collection, hunting, coal making, snake and rat catching. However, most of them have lost these traditional livelihoods and now are confined to a life of poverty taking to coolie work and laborers in the fields and mills (some of them are bonded laborers). Asha has been involved with Bharathi trust since 2000 and has supported their motivational school project over the years. http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=79 has additional information about this project.

This trust is the brainchild of Ms. Siddamma, a social Activist and Managing trustee of the organization. She started the organization with the objective of planning and implementing integrated community development programs for the total well being and development of the Irulas. In addition to setting up transit schools, day care centers, housing and sanitation, the trust also indulges in activism for land rights, releasing bonded laborers, tsunami relief etc. The trust has been successful in releasing a large number of Irula bonded laborers from the surrounding rice mills.

The site visit was conducted for the Senchiamma school, located at Senjiagaram in Tiruvallur district, a suburb of Chennai. The balwadi school was set up B. Ashok and Jayashree about three-and-a-half years ago so that the Irular children have better opportunities when they enroll in government schools. They also trained the teachers and set up learning aids for the children. I spent my day traveling and visiting the schools and interacting with the teachers and kids. I also had a chance to visit a nearby school at Paalavakkam, which was set up for educating the children of recently freed bonded laborers. I was accompanied by Krishnan, from Sarpam, an organization that is backed by the trust. 

Before the trip, I purchased some toys, jigsaw puzzles of varying sizes, animal figures, models that depicted shapes, and fruit candies for the children. This was my first ever site visit and it was a very good learning experience!


Back to top 
2. Site Visit 
I started the day at 8:30am from Thiruninravur railway startion. A jeep from Bharathi trust picked me up and I met Krishnan. We drove to Tiruvallur and then Uthukottai, a total of 45km on a rather hot day. Both Thiruninravur and Tiruvallur are  temple towns that are fairly well-developed suburbs of Chennai - with several industrial areas in the vicinity (including the Avadi defense establishment). We stopped at Uthukottai to buy a bunch of bananas for the children. Then we drove for 20km in very dusty and cracked roads before we reached Senjiagaram. The area was generally dry – but as we were driving to the village, we could see a few farms and Krishnan told me that several Irulars worked as laborers on these farms. We also passed by a housing development that was being constructed by Bharathi trust for the benefit of the tsunami-struck Irulars,(labor was through shramadhaan) with support from ActionAid. The heat was sweltering, even early in the morning.

i) Senjiagaram school 

I reached the school at around 10:00 am. At that time there were 6 children present in the school, along with the teacher Mariamma, cook and a two parents. The school was well maintained and the surroundings were clean. Mariamma informed me that a combination of measles (ammai) and the sweltering heat caused the children to stay at home.  She sent soon sent a word among the parents and within the next ten minutes the place was bustling with enthusiastic kids (and a few parents)! There were about 30-35 kids of various ages – the youngest was barely two and the older kids were about 7-8 years old. Since it was summer a few kids had left the village for their vacation. There were some older kids who attended this school earlier and are now enrolled in the nearby Government school. The kids were well behaved and sat around in a circle.  I could not ignore the fact that it was very hot inside the school due to the asbestos roof (see below) and the limited ventilation. This was a result of the directive from Tamil Nadu government after the tragic fire accident at Kumbakonam.
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 The asbestos-covered school building











Identifying the right cards

Soon the kids participated in a lively activity session which was filled with storytelling, identifying objects in flash cards (these were hand made by Jayashree, Bash and the teachers), singing and dancing.  The teacher laid out colorful flash cards of different categories (birds, animals and common household things) in a circle and asked the students to pick out the correct card. Most of the kids could name the objects correctly in Tamil. It was interesting to see children egging each other making noises and giving hints as their classmates made mistakes or when they took some time identify the object. The kids also tried to identify other attributes - some attempted to sound the animal’s cry or guessed where these creatures lived. I was happy to see that the learning was activity based and less of the rote type – even the two year old boy seemed to enjoy himself and comfortable in this activity. The teacher provided some additional information about the object as the kids picked these cards. When I interacted with these kids it appeared that the children did retain some of this knowledge.

The storytelling exercise was also unique in that it gave the kids a lot of confidence to get up and participate in front of the audience. Even the shy children who were hesitant initially, managed to shed their inhibitions gradually and took their turn later. Mariamma had used various toys including plastic animals and birds and constructed stories revolving around them. The kids attempted the same approach to ad-hoc storytelling when I was there. This helped them think creatively and speak confidently. Then we had several kids singing and dancing. Some of them danced well in groups. The stories were again quite simple and based on themes that the kids could related to. Some of the songs were related to their tribal roots. 
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A song and dance routine (this girl was very shy to start with)







         

Crooning wonder …

The storytelling exercise was also unique in that it gave the kids a lot of confidence to get up and participate in front of the audience. Even the shy children who were hesitant initially, managed to shed their inhibitions gradually and took their “turn” later. Mariamma had used various toys including plastic animals and birds and constructed stories revolving around them. The kids attempted the same approach to ad-hoc storytelling when I was there. This helped them think creatively and speak confidently. Then we had several kids singing and dancing. Some of them danced well in groups. The stories were again quite simple and based on themes that the kids could related to. Some of the songs were related to their tribal roots. 

Mariamma introduced me to Ajith, an alumni from this school who went to do well in the Government school (he obtained first rank there). Ajith was a bright boy who was able to read and write Tamil quite well. He helped teach the other kids too! Afterwards I headed to the kitchen and tasted the vegetable rice which the cook had prepared.  The kitchen looked clean and the vessels were well organized. The games and toys were also stowed in boxes and fairly well maintained. The food was delicious (I had a light breakfast that morning and was quite hungry by that time!). The kids enjoyed the bananas and fruit candies. I spoke to a few of them before and asked them to continue attending school and do well afterwards. Before I left I had some fun with the kids showing them the new toys and jigsaw puzzles. They particularly liked the giant ladybird with a spring-ey antenna and legs!
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The kids enjoying the bananas (notice the limited ventilation)






         




Waving goodbyes …
Back to top 
ii) Paalavakkam school 
Krishnan and I left Senjiagaram at 2pm and drove to the school at Paalavakkam for a brief look at the school run by Bharathi trust. During the drive, Krishnan was chatting with me about the conditions of the Irular people living there. The children in this school have endured several hardships very early on in life – all of them were rescued from bonded labor and rehabilitated in a temporary colony constructed by the Government (with assistance from Sarpam). The school was a makeshift one which was set up with special orders from the collector (hence it was temporarily allowed to function with thatched roof).  The school was a refuge for these kids where in addition to education, they’d also be served three meals a day. 

In comparison with the Senchiamma school, this one was much bigger and housed students of a wide range of different age groups. The hut was a little noisy (all the kids were repeating their lessons loud!) but well ventilated, and the children were divided into three age groups and there were separate teachers and blackboards for each group.  The place was very colorful – and filled with paintings, art work, charts and writings by the students and teachers. The government had also provided toys and other educational aids like chess board, human skeleton kit, a few board games, table tennis paddles etc. However, in my view not all of these were educative or thought provoking as the ones at Senjiagaram. Many of these toys looked brand new and were probably not opened for use by the kids.
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The better ventilated school building









                   Government supplied toys and educational aids
The teachers were well motivated and they were trying their best to help the children succeed at school. One of the teachers, Bhavani, was teaching earlier at Senjiagram and trained by Bash and Jaysahree. They told me that in spite of the delays and the late start, these children did well in the government certifiied exams. They were appreciative of the support provided by the Government and local authorities. The classroom space seemed quite cramped with 3 different classes were happening under the same roof. Also while interacting with the students I was under the impression that the students did a lot of rote learning (many kids who could spell the color “indigo” couldn’t describe what it looked like). However this is a valiant attempt made in reaching out towards children who would have never seen the light of the day, let alone a school … and is definitely a step in the right direction. The kids were very enthusiastic and even quickly learned to take some good pictures with a digital camera!
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          Staff at the Paalavakkam school (Krishnan is second from left and Bhavani is second from right)




Some of the students’ (and teachers’) crafts on display on the ceilings
The students did some nice group dance routines. Several boys and girls were competing amongst themselves for a chance to perform in front of me. However, I could not help but wonder why there were so few of their cultural songs, while they mostly tend to sing the “filmi” ones. Some of them were acting like their favorite film stars – replete with mimicry effects! Looks like TV has made a big impact on this community. After spending a little more than an hour, I distributed the remaining bananas, spoke with the teachers and left. This was a day of incredible learning!






























Song and dance routine set to a popular film number!










Goodbye Paalavakkam …
Back to top 
3. Future Plans 
There are no plans to expand the school. In fact of the two buildings, only one is used right now. The kids from this school are graduating to the nearby government schools and doing well there. Mariamma and Krishnan tell me that there are few children in the neighborhood who are unable to attend the school. There are no plans to hire additional teachers since Mariamma thinks she can handle the workload.
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4. Recommendations/Conclusion 
Senchiamma school is well run under the able guidance of Mariamma. She is a source of inspiration for the kids and from my interaction with them, they appear to be creative, wonder-eyed and enjoying themselves at school. Her “learning-by-doing” style is commendable and the teaching aids and methods are different. The children from this school seem to be doing well after graduating to the government schools. However, there are a few things that could be improved and we need to look into them:

1. Ventilation and cooling: The school was originally constructed with a thatched roof using bricks that had several open spaces for light and air movement. However, new government rules meant that the thatched roof had to be replaced with fire-proof asbestos and the open spaces had to be sealed in order to support the weight of the structure. As a result the place is very hot and stuffy. Mariamma did mention that a few of the kids had blisters in their buttocks as a result of the heat. To remedy this, we could: 
a) Investigate if a window can be added
b) Buy a fan (we need to investigate if the power supply is not erratic)
c) Buy mats 
2. Utilizing the space: Only one of the two buildings was used (the second housed only the kitchen) even though both of them have blackboards and were meant to house classrooms.  This appears to be an inefficient use of resources.

3. Mariamma’s workload: After Bhavani’s departure, the school is run single-handedly by Mariamma. We need to see if she can handle the workload and instead focus on giving better attention to the kids. However, she thinks that she can handle the workload.
Overall I think Senchiamma school is a good example of how grassroots level intervention can help extremely under-privileged communities. I think the school has a positive impact on the area and Bharathi trust has been effective in improving the livelihood of the Irulars. I recommend that Asha continue to support this project as it would be a good learning experience for us. 
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