Thirusoolam Transit School Project, Tamil nadu: Site visit 

Giridhar Jothiprasad visited Kaingkarya’s transit school project in January 2003. These are the images he came back with …

I reached Kaingkarya, a social welfare organization located in Chennai, Tamil Nadu at around 11 am. I was accompanied by my wife, mother and neighbor. Kaingkarya strives to eradicate child labor and provide opportunity to all children to get education. The office we visited was the site of a number of vocational training programs and income generating schemes designed to help women to become self-sufficient. It was here that I met Mrs. Kaveri Natarajan, secretary of Kaingkarya. She is a dynamic woman who has not only allowed her apartment to be used as this office but also continues to inspire others around her through her sincerity and hard work. Many of the locals in the area respect her.

Mrs. Natarajan took us to the Thirusoolam transit school. Thirusoolam, is a small village located very near the Madras airport. Most of its population consisted of migrant laborers from the villages of South Tamil Nadu. They worked in the quarries located in the hills nearby. However, of late, hard times have caused some of the men to seek work in the neighboring state of Andhra Pradesh as well. This might cause them to be separated from their families for as long as one month. I was taken aback that a place so near a big commercial city could be so underdeveloped. There was an acute water shortage. Most of the population was illiterate. Dust from the stone crushers causes respiratory and eye problems. Trucks carrying huge loads of stone are a common sight on the narrow, poorly paved (if not unpaved) roads of Thirusoolam. Although beset with difficulties, the region can boast of a large number of self-help groups.

The transit school rehabilitates school dropouts and child laborers into the formal system of education. Starting with a modest number of 20 children in June 2001, the school has expanded to enroll 30 children now. There are around an equal no. of boys and girls. The transit school is currently run in a rented house with 2 rooms and a kitchen. When I went one of the rooms was being used for a jute training programme organized with the help of Jute Promotion Council of India while the other room served as a classroom. 

Children, aged between 5 and 12 attend the school from 9:30am to 3:30pm, five days a week. A teacher who has studied upto 12th standard has been with the school since it started. The teacher does a very good job in handling children from diverse age groups. Most of the children adore her. These children also showed a great interest in reading and were all too eager to display their knowledge to us. We had students reciting lessons, chalking down multiplication tables and also singing poems to us. Recently, Kaingkarya also hired a social worker whose job was to scout the area, identify possible school dropouts and discourage them from doing so. He also serves as a helping hand in the school when needed.

The students receive one year of training in the transit school to equip them to be admitted to the local panchayat (village) schools. Kaingkarya also assists them to get birth certificates, private study certificates, uniforms and other educational material needed to join the local panchayat schools. Kaingkarya also keeps track of the students’ progress even after they have joined the local schools and provides them with guidance when needed. 

Asha Cornell has funded the transit school in 2001 and 2002 to meet their operating expenses such as rent and teacher’s salary. They are receiving help from the Japanese Consul to raise a more permanent structure to house the transit school. They have already acquired a small piece of land to build the school. Kaingkarya hopes to start a comprehensive program, which initiates the child right from the toddler stage to that of acquiring necessary education.

