
Background information 

In 2015, a survey of the 150 Narikuravar (gypsy) families living very close to 
the Chennai Corporation School in Kottur indicated that many children in this 
community go along with their parents for garbage picking work rather than to 
school. Others loiter in the colony.  Several children do get enrolled in the 
primary school at the beginning of the academic year, but soon discontinue their
education. Because of the differences in their life style, upbringing  and 
language, they find the school environment alien and unfamiliar. Compared to 
the choices and freedom they have in the colony, they find the school regimen 
uninteresting and eventually refuse to come to school.

Some gypsy children do manage to hang on in school till 5th, but remain without
attaining the necessary learning levels or even basic literacy. This makes them 
unfit to pursue learning in the higher classes. Once in middle school they find it 
difficult to cope. Feeling disinterested, they get into discipline problems and 
become the source of irritation to other children and teachers. Eventually they 
too drop out and join the work of garbage picking in the community. Very few 
manage to stay and continue beyond 8th.  The survey of the colony indicated that
hardly any child from the colony had completed class 10 though the community
has settled there for several decades. 

Over the years, Project Manigal has gained some experience and understanding 
in dealing with the complex issues that come in the way of gypsy children’s 
education and has successfully educated some children. The Project Manigal 
(Kottur) was started in Chennai Corporation School in the year 2015 to respond 
to the special needs of the children of this Narikuravar  community.  The 
experience in other gypsy colonies gave valuable insights into the road ahead 
and this time we were better prepared and more confident of pulling some of the
gypsy children into the education  system .

Objectives of the  project 

o to bring the gypsy children into mainstream schooling system and retain 
them in school.

o To address their learning needs in an environment  that is tolerant, 
sensitive to their special needs and values their individuality.

o Create interest in learning by giving special attention and having diverse 
activities



o to improve their learning levels and help them continue in higher classes.

o  Work for changing perceptions and attitudes and stereotyped opinions 
held about them by creating successful learners

o  to serve as a link between school, parents and children

Primary school

The project posts two teachers in the Kotturpuram Corporation School to give 
learning inputs to the gypsy children. Morning visits around the colony help to 
get the gypsy children started.  The processes employed in the classroom to 
sustain them in the schooling process and their outcomes are as follows-

o Several interesting choices and hands on activities are given to children to

feel settled in the school. . The personal attention and the interactive 
learning methods used makes them remain absorbed and interested.  

o In the classroom, the gypsy children are free to relate to one another in 

their own language. Being valued, feeling safe and secure amidst their 
peers, they start settling down in school. Often gypsy children crowd in 
their own groups and their peers are a motivating force to come to school.

o The Project starts from the level of the child, focussing on very basic 

concepts and  helps them gain confidence. The learning levels of the 
children are very diverse and varied. The Project is following a bridge 
course approach that brushes up basic literacy and math skills to hasten 
the learning process.  As they catch up with literacy skills, they are 
introduced to the concepts given in the textbooks. Through the usage of a 
laptop and  internet too they are  exposed to a variety of audio visual 
learning material. They are showing interest in science clips and videos.

o When gypsy children become successful learners, their confidence as 
learners grows and there is greater acceptance by others.  

o Once some children settle down in school successfully, they help to bring 

in their siblings and  other children of the colony, many of whom are still 
outside the purview of school. 

o Regularity of the children has improved greatly. Children have started 

coming in uniforms to school. Away from garbage clearing work, they 
look neat and tidier. 



o Interpersonal relationship between gypsy students and other children have

improved to a certain extent .There is better mingling and other students 
see and recognise them and are friendly with them. 

o Constant follow up in the colony to track down absentees as well as 
interaction with parents increases familiarity and accountability. A 
humane and friendly approach reduces mistrust and parents too oblige the
project teachers by sending the children to school .

Assessments  

Assessments conducted throughout the year at regular intervels both by the 
Project and by outside evaluators indicated that the gypsy children have made 
considerable progress. These evaluations gave valuable insights about the 
varying and diverse levels of the children and the areas in which they were 
lagging behind.  These were used as tools to initiate corrective steps and help 
the child improve . 

Lack of Space 

Due to lack of space in the school, the activities of the project are conducted in 
the corridor of the school.  This restricts movement and prevents the teachers 
from using  interactive activities and games for learning. Children too have to 
bend and write with their books/ worksheets on the floor or on their lap. We are 
hoping that this problem will get solved soon.   

Art and craft activities

In keeping with life style of the gypsies- they are often engaged in making and 
trading a variety of jewellery, trinkets and flowers -a big thrust this year was on 
art and craft activities. These activities were organized on Fridays to encourage 
them to come to school. Children  made flower vases using old plastic bottles, 
paper bags using old newspapers, flowers using coloured papers, decorative 
boxes using card boards, earrings using paper etc.  As many children are already
familiar with pattern making and designs because of the traditional skills of the 
community, the children enjoyed participating in these and exploring their 
creativity. Some craft activities were undertaken for other classes of  school too.



LKG children 

There are large number of preschool children in the colony who do have access 
to any form of early childhood education. A negligible number of children 
completed the LkG, though many joined at the beginning of the year. Tapping 
them early and helping them settle down and adjust in school setting may help 
in the long run, in the enrolment and retention of gypsy children

Conclusion 

Many of the gypsy children  are already showing a keen interest in learning and 
with support and understanding they can be helped to succeed. The school has a 
middle and primary school in the same premises. The gypsy children have a 
good chance of completing the school cycle here, unlike other places where 
children have to move to a new unfamiliar middle school after primary and face 
adjustment problems. Hence the special attention given to the gypsy children  at
the primary becomes crucial for their continuation at the middle school.  

Middle and High school

 The Project is attempting to ensure that the children who leave 5th attain 
necessary learning levels and are better able to cope with learning at the next 
level.

Class 10 Children. This year for the first time four gypsy children, two girls 
and two boys, have appeared for class 10 board exams. In the last academic year
the project gave special attention to these 4 children to help them cope with 
their subjects. This year due to regular school schedule followed by a special 
class, the children were mostly in their classrooms coached by their teachers. 
However the Project teachers found openings here and there, before tests and 
exams and after school hours and holidays and  focussed on areas they were 
lagging behind. 

The importance of the 10th milestone hadn’t sunk in the children’s mind and 
gypsy children found it difficult to take the rigour of extra classes. Often they 
stayed away from extra classes and the Project teachers had to visit the colony 
to persuade them to come to school or to the special classes. However towards 
the later part of the year, they cooperated and are now confident of passing the 
exam. It was encouraging to see the school accommodating all their tantrums 
and walking that extra mile to help the gypsy children succeed. 



Other children of middle and high school 

Simaran  rejoined school in class 9 after a gap of two years. Earlier she dropped 
out to take care of her younger sibling and a sick mother. Seeing the special 
follow-up done in the colony and in the school, by the project, she rejoined 
school this year. She doesn’t mind being the oldest in her class. She reads with 
difficulty, takes her time, but is making a determined bid to cope with the 
requirements of class 9. Being mature she doesn’t get distracted with the pranks 
of other gypsy children in the group and remains focussed on her work. 

The four class 6 children, had special inputs in class 5 last year from the  
Project. They have settled down well and they are in a better position to cope  
with class 6 concepts compared to children of class 7 and class 8 who did not 
get such additional  inputs. Assessments conducted by the Project teachers, 
volunteers and SSA teachers confirm the improvement.

The learning levels of many of the class 7 and class 8 children  is barely that of 
class 3 or 4, hence the focus is on basic literacy at this stage too. Teachers are 
helping them to grapple with simple concepts of the text book at the same time. 

The school also encourages them to participate in various art competitions, 
science projects etc. and gives them prizes. Such initiatives boost the value of 
the gypsy children in the eyes of others besides improving their confidence 
levels.  Durgappa is good at art, so he bags prizes in art. Santhosh, got a prize 
for good conduct and attendance.

As children become older, in the middle school, the gypsy children have other 
distractions including work pressure and they frequently absent themselves. On 
Fridays older children are in no mood to come to school. Some go to Friday 
fairs and some work on weekends.  The Project is continually following them 
up and maintaining liaison between school and home. However empowering the
children early in the primary classes is showing better results and is helping 
them to complete the school cycle.

Conclusion -The issues that confront gypsy education are complex - lifestyle, 
learning deficits, alienation - all are being addressed by Project teachers. This is 
paying off in the overall attitudes in the colony and in the improvement of the 
learning levels of students as well as their relationships with their non-gypsy 
peers.




