Introduction by Mr.K. Soundarapandian:

· Motivation

· History

· Experiences

· Discrimination faced and hurdles to get over

Soundarapandian: We started an initiative to provide school expenses/scholarships for a few kids of leprosy-affected patients. To give them more help and to give them a steady place to continue their education without interference, we started a hostel for about 20 kids after 4-5 years of our initial efforts. Once the fifty families moved, since it was difficult getting the children into other schools and to avoid negligence a plan was made to start a school near the family homes. It was also decided to give opportunities to children in the surrounding communities from deprived sections of the society. There are leprosy affected families and their children spanning from Kanyakumari to Delhi. We are open to admitting children to this school from anywhere. Our association of the leprosy affected feel strongly that though our lives have taken a bad turn, we can still hope to secure the future of the children coming from our families. We started the school with these intentions and this is its 7th year.

Our school does have requirements. We will need sponsorship (is referring to recurring expenses). Our major sponsors have supported us. But, it can’t be depended upon. Next year we will be starting our 9th Std. We are supposed to have at least 5000 books in our library for them to sanction funds under a certain limit. We have only 300 books with us currently. Since, we will be soon starting with 9th and 10th standards we also need to work on establishing a proper laboratory. In case of a medical emergency or for any urgent work related to the school, there is no vehicle. As you already saw the roads are bad and the place is a bit far off to reach correct resources during an emergency.  No one is willing to travel to the place during off hours/emergency.

Assistant: As you can see all our requirements are varied. The most important is sponsorship. The last two months have been tough with the irregular funding. 

Santhosh: How many children live in the hostel?

Principal: There are 102 children in the hostel. The idea behind such a residential school comes from the background of most leprosy-affected patients/parents. Many of them earn a living by begging. The children either go along with them or wander near the homes. They don’t go to school or even if the parents take an effort to enroll the children in a school, they are discriminated/cast aside as children of beggars. So, even if enrolled into school the children drop out due to the discrimination faced in school. 

Soundarapandian: Most of our dreams/efforts have taken shape thanks to Padma ma’am. 

Pricipal: Initially when the families moved, the government school refused admission for these kids. So, this school caters for children from these families, other children from outside and children of leprosy affected from all over India.

Santhosh: What was the reason given for not taking the children in the government school ?

Principal: They gave reasons such as the enrollment of these children meant a huge drop out of the other kids. They also had a feeling of fear as to leprosy being transmitted through these children.

Assistant: They started treating our kids differently. If the background of the kids were not known (referring to kids from the venkatapuram colony) it probably would be easier to enroll the child as they don’t know where the kid is coming from.

Soundarapandian: Yes. If the kids were admitted in different schools and were not living in the same colony, it probably wouldn’t have been easy discriminating against them.

Principal: Now, other than the children of the leprosy-affected, we also have kids from the surrounding community who are attending school.  We started with just 10-15 from outside, but now slowly a lot more have come. 

Assistant: Initially they used to ask questions like “How can our kids sit next to these kids ? How can they eat at the same place as them ? etc. “

Soundarapandian: The quality of education and the lack of good schools in the surrounding area made the parents from the community to come and ask us to take their children in. 

Assistant: Yes, that’s how they initially gained interest in enrolling the kids – because of the quality education offered here. Right now, we have only upto Class 8. Next year, if we don’t have Class 9 and 10 – no kid can go to school as the next nearest school is very far off. We don’t have the capacity to send the kids to a far off school. 

Prinicpal: Initially, the parents from the community wanted their children to be seated separately and treated differently. But, now the fear and stigma are going away. The kids mingle easily and there are no prejudices amongst the kids.

Soundarapandian: The kids never have prejudices, its the parents who inculcate these feelings in them. Children know no kind of difference – caste, creed, religion, class etc. But, parents teach/instruct the children to not get along or not mingle with certain kids. The gift of education/learning can’t separate these kids. 

Santhosh: Do you think there has been considerable sensitiveness to this issue in the surrounding community?

Principal: Yes. We have seen considerable change in the attitude and demeanor. There are now 120 kids from the surrounding community. 

Assitant: I would say that 90% of the community is aware and are more sensitive. There are still 10% out there who are prejudiced. I believe its because of the lack of knowledge/awareness regarding the disease.

Soundarapadian: There are so many educated people with all their exposure that are still not convinced. They have doubts in their mind. For people from a more normal background – daily laborers, coolies its natural to have doubts and ‘misbeliefs’ stemming from society. Whatever it is, its not a mistake or wrong on their part. This is such a harmful disease and having a fear for it is natural. 

Assistant: We don’t blame or harbor hard feelings against anyone for discriminating against us. This is the ‘boon’ we have and we try and live with it. 

Soundarapandian: During the initial days when I went in search of admission in schools for the kids, they used to pick one child and leave the rest Then we had to keep hunting for schools, placing one kid at a time after considerable effort.

Assitant: He (Mr. Soundarapandian) had admitted me in school when I was a kid. At that time, I got admission but not the other kids. 

In the whole of Tamilnadu, this is the only school that’s been instituted with a primary goal of catering to children of leprosy affected patients and totally run /administered by the leprosy affected. This is the reason we get kids from Kanyakumari to Delhi. If you go to other schools – they would ask the parents to go meet the director etc. and make them roam about for long. The process is so much easier here.

We being affected by leprosy ourselves, we totally understand the problems and the background of the leprosy affected. They also have confidence in us and realize that we have gone/are going through the same thing. So, we know what the children need and how they can be discriminated. Its not easy for us to say ‘no’ to them. We know their situation well enough and don’t take time to understand them. We take all efforts to help them in one-way or the other. For e.g. if a kid comes here for admission to 9th std. Since, we can’t take the kid in, we make all efforts to figure out alternatives for them. We even admitted 4 kids in a different hostel and are sponsoring their education. 

Santhosh: Do you collect fees from any child here ?

Soundarapandian: We don’t collect fees at all. Every kid gets free education. We even give free uniforms.

Principal: We don’t charge even the kids from the surrounding community. 

Santhosh: What is the background of the parents of the kids from the surrounding community ?

Principal: They are daily laborers. They go to the mountains to break rocks. The men tend to drink a lot, while the women work hard and also work as maidservants. 

Santhosh: So, do you give preference based on their background ?

Assistant: Yes. We support kids coming from families that are below the poverty line.

Soundarapandian: Those who are wealthy enough can afford to travel and also want to enroll their kids in English medium schools. 

Assistant: As we keep improving our school (bring in till 12th std. etc.), we should see more enrollment of kids from the community. 

Tour of School Campus:

Library:  

· Has two shelves

· Not many books

· Old novels, story books, comics etc.

Santhosh: Is this the total number of books in the school library?

Assistant: Yes.

Santhosh: But, these are not the textbooks. Is that right ?

Assistant: Yes. Textbooks are given to the children for free. As we had mentioned earlier the cost of the textbooks also come into the sponsorship amount. Funding is intermittent and we keep searching for donors every year.

Playground:

· No litter, also functions as assembly hall

· L-shaped architecture for the school building

Principal: Prayer is held here.
Santhosh: Is the entire ground floor the classes?

Principal: Yes. The top floor is the ‘boarding’. We have 102 kids who live here and have separate sections for boys and girls.

Staff room/Computer room:

· Two really old computers –don’t function.

· Staff room consists of a Table and few chairs.
Principal: The computers have become too old and don’t function. When we got it seven years back they were used computers. We have two typewriting machines. We use them to teach the children typing skills. Maybe, it will be of use to them when we get good computers.

Tour of Class rooms:

· Furniture donated by Tamilnadu foundation

· Kids don’t watch movies a lot. Watch TV.

· Learn music, arts and play a lot of games.

· Teachers are young and are fresh out of a diploma training course.

First room – 8th Std. class room with kids from three classes (7th, 5th and 3rd)

Padma:  How are you all? Are you writing exams?

Children: We are all fine. How are you all? No, we finished the exams.

Principal: How many more exams?

Children reply with different numbers (there are children from 3 different classes)

One of the children wish ‘Happy new year’ to Aruna (Santhosh’s Aunt). She replies wishing the same to the kid.

Santhosh: What are you all planning to do during the holidays ?

Children feel shy and mumble a few words. Principal asks them to be loud.

One of the kids: We will play a lot. We will play carroms, outdoor games. We will learn music. (on prompting from principal, with a big smile)We will also learn drawing and arts. 

Principal: Will you not revise school books?

Children smile and give no answer.

Santhosh: Do you see movies?

Children say no.

Aruna: You don’t see movies?!? Really? Its ok to watch movies. Tell us…I guess you will see TV though?

Principal: Yes, we don’t encourage cinema a lot. They watch TV and its mostly Discovery, pogo (popular children’s channel in India) and cartoons.

The teacher in the classroom is the Principal’s wife. He introduces her. Padma mentions that the principal and the teacher are the parents, discplinarian and almost everything for all these kids. Principal says Padma Ma’am encourages a lot and inspires us.

Santhosh: Is this the 8th Std. ?

Principal: This is the 8th Std. classroom. But, children from 7th, 5th and 3rd are here to write the exam (morning session)

Principal: All the kids living in the hostel, please raise your hands.

Children raise their hands. 

Padma asks the village kids if they like the school. How they are doing. The kids are shy and keep smiling. Principal says “why are you shy with Aunty”. He then says if she had come alone, the kids would have hugged her. 

Second room –  Children from 3rd Std.

Principal: How have you all done the exams?

Children: We did well. 

Principal: What classes are you all in?

Children: 3rd standard.

Principal shows a wrong no. with his fingers and asks is that right ? The children shake their head and show three with their fingers.

Padma: The furniture – table and chairs were donated by Tamilnadu foundation. Why are some of the kids sitting on the ground ?

Principal: I believe they are here for the afternoon exam.

Principal asks the kids if they were here for the afternoon exam. Children reply in the negative and say they sat in the other classroom for their morning exam and moved over to this class after the exam.

Third room – 

Santhosh: Are you the class teacher here?

Teacher: Yes.

Santhosh: What are your qualifications?

Teacher: 2nd Grade teacher. I finished my 12th Std and did a diploma course in teacher training.

Santhosh: Whats your age?

Teacher: 21.

There is silence in the class room. The Prinipal asks the kids to smile for the camera and there is laughter. The principal says these kids are in the 1st standard.

Lab:

· Single lab for entire school for all science subjects

· Lab is not a separate ‘period’ – integrated with normal class.

Santhosh: Do all science subjects just have this one lab?

Teacher: Yes.

Principal: We are only equipped to teach middle school children at this lab. We will need more resources for high school children.

Santhosh: Which classes come to the Lab ?

Principal: 6th, 7th and 8th.

Santhosh: Do they use a microscope?

Teacher: Yes. For Botany and Zoology. 

Santhosh: Do you also teach Science in the normal curriculum?

Teacher: Yes. I am the science teacher and I teach both the subject/labs. We bring the kids to the lab when there is a relevant experiment/activity pertaining to what we teach in the class. 

Performance Hall (2nd Floor):

· Spacious Hall

· Divider screens at the end of the Hall

Principal: We use the hall for events. But, we can also use it as class rooms when we put the dividing screens and split the hall. We have space this way to probably accommodate a couple of more classes – 9th and 10th – but later on, we will need to find space or build rooms for 11th and 12th std. 

Santhosh: What are the plans for that?

Principal: We don’t have the luxury (funding) to think that far ahead. We will surely need to plan as the kids reach 9th and 10th.

Kitchen:

· Two cooks

· Very Hygenic and Clean surroundings

· Healthy menu

· Need to get vegetables from the market.

Padma: Every time I have visited the place, the kitchen has always been this clean.

Santhosh: What is the general menu in a week?

Cook: On a daily basis, Tiffin in the morning, Lunch in the afternoon , evening snack and Dinner (Sambar / Poriyal (side dish)). Wednesday/Saturday/Sunday - meat, Tuesday/Thursday - eggs. 

Santhosh: Do all kids eat eggs and meat?

Cook: Yes. When possible, fish during the week. Biriyani served twice in a month. Monday morning – upma. Tuesday – Idlis, Wednesay – Puttu, Thursday – Pongal. (More such combinations)

Santhosh: Where do you get the vegetables to cook?

Cook/Principal/Assistant: We buy it from the city – Chengelput, 15-20 km travel. We will have to go tomorrow (Friday) for the purchases. From the farms there is less produce. We can’t seem to sell it and just that won’t be enough for our needs.

Boys’ Dormitories: 

· Children have a bedding that they lay on the floor to sleep

· Very neatly arranged space.

Santhosh: Can we come in with footwear?

Principal: Its ok. The kids come in with footwear too. 

Santhosh: Do you give a separate rack/shelf space for every kid?

Principal: No. Two children share one space.

Santhosh: So, they keep their school bag, bedding and any other personal belongings here.

Bathrooms:

· Children do many tasks on their own including cleaning the rooms/bathrooms etc.

· Separate Hostels/Bathrooms for boys and girls.

Santhosh: You mentioned that the kids do the cleaning on their own. Do they also work in the nearby farm that the Association holds?

Principal: No. There are people employed there to do the work. We take the kids for a field trip once in a while.

Santhosh: So the boys’ hostel and girls’ hostel are separate. Is there a warden for the hostel?

Principal: I live here. The cooks also live here and sleep in the boys’ dormitory. 

Santhosh: Who takes care of the girl childen?

Principal: There was an ‘Aayah’. But, she left. She said she couldn’t keep watching the mountains all day long (The school faces a couple of hills and the road leading to the school is also very rugged.) Its been only one month since she left. We are still searching a replacement.

Padma: His wife lives here.

Santhosh: So, your family lives here. 

Dining Hall:

· Spacious hall

· Washed and neatly arranged plates/glasses
· Also functions as TV room
Santhosh: Is this the Dining Hall?

Principal: Yes. There is a TV and this also functions as a TV room. They used to grow pigeons here. But, we found that having the pigeons might not be healthy for the kids.

Girls’ Dormitories: 

· Children have a bedding that they lay on the floor to sleep

· Very neatly arranged space.

General Discussion:

· Medical aspects, screening etc.

· Sustaining the school

· Teachers and techniques

Santhosh: Do you have anything for medical help?

Principal: There is a Clinic in the adjoining living space for the leprosy affected. 

Assistant: We get the doctor visiting twice a week. We get the medicines and it’s a general health check up.

Santhosh: What about check ups specific to Leprosy symptoms?

Assistant: We do regular screenings ourselves. We also have the clinic doctor. Once the clinic doctor gives the referral, we take the children to the Hospital  - CLTRI – Central Leprosy Training and Research Institute in Chengelput. 

Principal: We identified 8 kids with symptoms and immediately moved them to the hospital for treatment. They were on medication and are cured now because we found it early. There was no need to quarantine them, because the disease was not communicable when they were on medication.

Assistant: We are very careful about this. As soon as we see even the slightest of a symptom or have a doubt, we immediately get them treated.

Santhosh: Have you been the principal right from the beginning?

Principal: Yes.

Santhosh: How did you get involved with the school.

Principal: Even when I was in school/college, I was in NSS and was interested in social service. Even after graduation, I was involved with the efforts of orphanages. When I heard about the requirement here and the profile of the organization, I wanted to work here. I am a B.Ed.

Santhosh: Have you been to the Leper colonies.

Principal: Yes. I have been.

Santhosh: How do you create awareness about the school?

Assistant: We go to all the Leper colonies and informed them about such a school that they can avail benefits from. They approach us during admission time and we ask them to come to the school.

Santhosh: There are many colonies and there are going to be many applications, how do you give preference to certain kids?

Assistant: We have a priority based on their background and need – 

1. Father/Mother is a patient currently undergoing treatment

2. Grandfather/Grandmother is a patient currently undergoing treatment

3. Related to leprosy affected person and not in 1 and 2.

Even within this, priority is based on the background of the children – family income, job profile of parents, we aim to cater to the most needy.

Santhosh: So, DIK Germany donated the building. What about recurring expenses like food?

Assistant: DIK is currently supporting it. But, they have already given us intimation about pulling out and are reducing funding gradually. We have been adjusting by cutting down sometimes on the food menu, notebooks, clothes for kids. Other than the uniforms, clothes for normal wear are usually through donations on religious occasions. We have also been forced to cut down on regular expenses such as slippers, towels, brush etc. 

Santhosh: So, DIK is/was the only regular support for recurring expenses you have? How much are they providing?

Assistant: Yes. They have been supporting Rs 70,000-Rs,80,000 per month (includes teacher salary and food)

Principal: We can’t keep running on debt. Provisions/grocery can be run on credit for a couple of months only. 

Santhosh: What are the teacher salaries? How do they compare to government levels?

Principal: We used to pay them Rs.2000 as basic. But, retention was low, so we started paying them Rs. 2500 as basic. With the government a 2nd Grade teacher gets a basic of Rs. 6000.

Santhosh: Are there plans to make the support of the school steady with the income generated by the agriculture?

Assistant: Yes. We hoped to take care of all our food expenses through it. But, its not been possible to do this due to the vagaries of nature. There is water scarcity in the region and there has always been inadequate rainfall.

Soundarapandian: There is a well. But, it runs dry and we can’t get enough out of it. 

Assistant: In a year we can have three yields of rice. But, we are able to do only two. We set aside 1 acre for rice. We also grow groundnuts, vegetables etc.

Santhosh: What kind of farming do you do? Organic/Conventional?

Assistant: We don’t get manure. Moreover, everyone seems to be using chemicals for their agriculture. 

Santhosh: Would you be interested in networking with contacts we have. They have experience in organic farming and can be a valuable resource to you and maybe can help you sustain the agriculture here successfully.

Everyone: Of course, we would be interested.

Santhosh: Living in a boarding school is a tough experience for the child in terms of being away from the parents. How frequently can the parents visit the kids? Is the frequency too low for the younger kids? Don’t they get homesick ?

Assistant: About once in three months. The problem of homesickness is immediately after the child is admitted to the school or when they come back from a long vacation (1 month). The principal and his wife take due care of the children at this time.

Soundarapadian: We don’t use physical punishment for the kids. Having the parents visit very frequently also might distract them. The parents spend the whole day with the kids when they visit them.

Assistant: Parents of newly admitted kids sometimes worry that the kids have gone thin. But, we can’t do much about it. It’s a tough time for the child as they are being separated from the parents probably for the first time.

Santhosh: Do you follow the government syllabus and the same text books as the govmt. school’s ? Did you approach the govmt  for the text books ?

Principal: Yes. We did approach them. But, we find it difficult to even get it for sale in the outside market. The govmt. has announced that they would be giving the books for free from the next year. We need to see what happens.

Santhosh: What kind of teaching techniques do you use? Is it always ‘straight instruction’?

Principal: We use ‘blocks’ for teaching the Alphabet. We request teachers to use the visual aids (charts) we provide them for classroom lectures. 

Santhosh: I see that many teachers are young and are recent graduates. I am not saying that its wrong. How do you train them or give them more opportunities to learn new techniques etc.?

Principal: Under the SSA programme of the govmt, once in every six months the govmt provides free teacher training for our teachers. We also have a teacher’s meeting every second Saturday. We assess progress of children, discuss techniques etc. We also provide extra coaching, after school for some kids who find it difficult. We also give individualized attention to children who find it a little more difficult to grasp the subject. 

Santhosh: Do all teachers travel the long distance?

Principal: Except for my wife and me all the remaining 7 teachers travel long distances to reach here.

Santhosh: Would you be interested in networking with us and making use of opportunities that we could provide the teachers in terms of training etc.

Principal: Of course, we would be very much interested.

Principal and Assistant list current needs of the school in terms of recurring expenses and one-time expenses.

Colony, Dairy, Poultry, Goats and Farms: 

· 50 single room, single kitchen houses in colony

· Dairy, poultry and goats within the colony – provide for school needs

· Agriculture efforts gaining ground – but a long way to go

Santhosh: Do you use the milk for the school needs?

Assistant: Yes. We use it for the school. The fodder for the cows are grown here.

Assistant shows the person who tends to the cows. The Assistant lives in the same colony and was also leprosy affected. We take a quick tour of his house.

Santhosh: When did you move to this colony?

Assistant: When they finished construction, I moved from the Saidapet colony to this place. I work for the association and provide help for Mr. Soundarapandian. I travel to Saidapet to the other colony for work and come back in the evening after work. 

Santhosh: So, each house has a Hall, Kitchen and a bathroom.

We move out to take a look at the goats and the poultry.

Assistant: Thanks to the help of Padma ma’am, we started with 10 goats. Now they have multiplied. The main reason is to grow for the school’s needs. Initially we had problems with some of them dying due to the variety not being suited to the weather. Now, they are acclimatized. 

We moved to the Poultry.

Padma: Do you have the chicken here primarily for eggs or the meat?

Assistant: We use it for the meat. They lay eggs too. We use the eggs for the school. We buy the small chicks from the market and grow them into chicken.  We don’t have the incubator or setup to hatch and raise chicken from eggs.

Santhosh: Do you also sell these?

Assistant: Yes. When the needs of the school are met and we have more, then we sell them.

The farms are little bit outside of the colony and we moved to the farms.

Santhosh: What is the crop here?

Assistant: We have tried “Ulunthu” (urad dal) here. 

Santhosh: How many acres is this?

Assistant: This is about 2 acres of land.

Santhosh: Can you show me the extent of the land?

Assistant describes the extent of the land as the camera follows it. Then the caretaker at the farms approaches us.

Padma: There used to be an agriculture officer who used to visit. Is that right ?

Assistant: Yes. He has stopped now. He was here only to train people here.

Santhosh: Do you take care of these farms? What have you grown here?

Caretaker: Groundnuts, Paddy and Green chilies.

He shows where Paddy and Groundnuts have been sown. He mentions that the land has been tilled already.

Santhosh: Do you sow the same crop in the piece of land allotted to it?

Caretaker: No. We keep rotating the cycle. We change between rice and groundnuts. We might also add in ‘Ulunthu’ (urad dal).

Santhosh: What do use to keep away pests, insects etc.

Caretaker: Pesticides that we get from the market.

Santhosh: Who makes the plans in terms of what to grow, where to buy, what to buy etc. 

Caretaker: The supervisor makes those decisions. There he is.

The supervisor joined us.

Padma: The Assistant mentioned that in the last yield they got a lot of tomatoes. But, the transportation cost was exorbitant and it was not possible to transport the tomatoes as the cost was more than the value. Maybe we should think of preserving these tomatoes for their own use.

Santhosh: What about the local market?

Assistant: The need in the local market is not high. We had a surplus of tomatoes that we wanted to sell. The transportation cost came to Rs 30 per sack (10-15 Kgs) – while the price per sack we got was Rs. 20.

Padma: Maybe we should think of other ways. We can try and use the tomatoes to make cooked/processed food like ‘sauce’ etc. that can be sold.

Assistant: Its not possible to feed the children the same vegetable day after day. If we have a good yield of tomatoes, we can’t make the children hate tomatoes.

Padma: If there is an excess that you can’t transport – will it be possible for someone to take the produce from the farms on a ‘lease’?

Assistant: That can’t be done with the kind of crops we do. Its only watermelon, sugarcane, corn, ‘kovaka’ (a kind of gourd) etc. that are popular on leases. With vegetables the lifetime is less. We need to get the bags ready early in the morning (fresh) and before the end of the day it should reach the final market.

Santhosh: What is the transportation problem – the road, the cost?

Assistant: It’s the cost of transportation. Also, we don’t have a vehicle. We can’t transport much with a two-wheeler. 

Santhosh: How much was the groundnut yield?

Supervisor: About 10 sacks – but the nuts (without the shells) came to about 500 Kgs from 2 acres of land.

Assistant: We grind and get the oil for use by the colony and school.

Padma: So, maybe you should keep certain things I small amounts just for sustenance. 

Assistant:  Yes, that’s the plan. We are keeping some ‘ullunthu’ urad, green grams etc. for stock and will grow something else next.

Rice is important for residents of the colony and the school. We have to reap the paddy and then get the rice out by transporting the paddy to where the machines are. There we process it and get it as rice. We then transport it back here.

