
 

 

Visit to the Naradapattu Non-Formal Education center run by WARM and assisted by Asha for 
Education 
 
(The NFE center is being run by WARM (Welfare Association for the Rural Masses, an NGO in the 
Tiruvannamalai district of Tamil Nadu) for almost two years in Naradapattu village.  Asha for Education 
has been assisting WARM to run this center since there is no government school in this village.  I have 
visited WARM a couple of times before, you can see more information in www.ashanet.org/mit) 
 
My trip to Naradapattu on October 2nd was quite eventful.  I left early in the morning and reached Chengam 
town by 11:00.  As instructed I went to the ‘supermarket’ run by a women’s self help group (SHG) and 
waited for the WARM coordinator to arrive.  The shop was being managed by two young women.  It was a 
festival weekend and most of the customer were buying ingredients for payasam.  The shop seems to be 
doing an OK job with a daily turnover of 1000-1500 Rs.  More importantly the women learn to do several 
things while running the shop, like accounting, cash and credit management etc.  The supermarket acts as a 
supplier to more than 20 SHGs in that area.  Several women of these groups get credit for their monthly 
purchases without any interest charged.  They also make sure that the quality is reasonably high and the 
prices low.  It has been just 6 months since this shop was started and we have to see for a year or so to see 
how it pans out. 
 

 
 
Mr. Rajavelu, the WARM coordinator, arrived with two Dutch women.  Even when I visited a few months 
back there was another girl from Holland staying with WARM.  There seems to be quite a few Dutch 
people visiting WARM, I don’t know what the connection is.  These women are quite remarkable,  they stay 
in the village for 2-3 months and help the organization and the children in several ways.  The two who were 
visiting now were social workers in Holland and they say they have come to get a first hand experience of 
the culture and life in rural India.  I wondered if I would ever have the guts to go to a sub-Saharan village to 
‘understand’ the life there.  I hope I would acquire that some day. 
 
As soon as Rajavelu entered the shop he started admonishing the girls running the store for not keeping the 
shop clean, not getting the inventory right etc. etc.  There was no discussion, it was just him telling them 
things that were not right.  I think WARM is not a very participatory organization, the hierarchy is very 
clear.  Rajavelu instructs and every one else just ‘obeys’.  Everything is decided and run by him.  Can the 
organization grow beyond him?  Can others in WARM think independently?  We had a quick lunch and we 
then parted ways, I went to Naradapattu with the teacher, Mullai, and the two Dutch women.  Rajavelu went 
back to WARM to do other stuff.   
 
The journey from Chengam to Naradapattu is about 25 kilometers.  Only a jeep or a bus can run on this 
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road, it is in a very bad shape.  The difference in road conditions between the national highways and non-
national highways is quite dramatic.  To top it these rural roads seem hardly ever maintained.  The 25km 
journey on this road took us almost an hour and we reached Ravanthavadi which is a bigger village about 
2km from Naradapattu.  From there, there is no road as such to Naradapattu but just a path way.  I asked the 
driver to stop in R.Vady to have a quick look at the government primary school.  Being Gandhi Jayanthi the 
school was closed but I walked in to check out the structures.  The school seems to be in a good shape, at 
least structurally.  There are 8 classrooms in the school (that is way better than some of the govt. schools in 
Bangalore south with just 2 rooms) and they seem to be reasonably maintained. 
 

 
 
The school had a separate kitchen for cooking the noon meals but the toilets were definitely out of 
commission.  Most govt. primary schools that I have seen have either no toilets built or are in an unusable 
state.  How can the children get any awareness about hygiene?  What do the teachers do, especially the 
women folk? I want to meet the teachers of this school and see how they can cater to the children of 
Naradapattu where there is no school.  There is also a newly built high school in R.Vadi which has 7 rooms.  
The rooms even have fans!  But again no toilets even in the high school!  But the view from the high school 
is fantastic! 
 
The final 2kms to Naradapattu is a narrow path and it has ponds on both sides of the path.  This is the main 
reason why the parents of Naradapattu children are reluctant to send their young ones to the primary school 
in R.Vadi.  Especially during the rainy season the path is quite bad and they fear that the children might 
drown in the ponds.  They want a primary school in the village itself and once the children are little older 
they can go to the high school at R.Vadi. 
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The school supported by Asha-MIT in Naradapattu is in a very bad shape.  A rent of 100Rs is paid to an old 
lady who owns this room.  For some reason they had removed the door and it was hastily put back before I 
visited the school.  The structure is more or less collapsing and the room inside is extremely tiny.  I talked 
to the villagers (all women, the men they say were out at work) at length about their participation and 
interest in the school.  They say they are very interested in sending their children to the school but somehow 
seem not motivated enough to make at least the physical structure better for the children.  When I asked 
them about the necessity to charge rent for the school they said the rent goes to a very old women for whom 
this was the only source of income!  What Mullai told me earlier was quite different.  It seems without any 
notice the doorway to the school was just torn down and inspite of repeated request the door was not fixed 
and it was only hastily put up just before my visit!  I did not find the discussion very convincing. 
 

 
 
I then spent some time with the children.  In my previous visit I had  given some books (around 200 
hundred of them), children’s story books, all in Tamil. The books seem to have been used and they seem to 
have been maintained in a good condition.  Children who have been visiting these schools for more than a 
year have definitely more reading skill than others.  Even among the better ones 2 or 3 can read well 
without any hesitation.  Most of the children are barely able to string letters together to read words.  But 
they all seem to have amazing enthusiasm.  The books published by National Book Trust and Childrens 
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Book Trust are quite good and child friendly and they seem to like it.  The reading skills of the children 
definitely seem to improve with such books.  Each and every child wanted to show off their reading skills 
(however good or bad it was) and I had a very pleasant time with them.  I then switched to some basic 
arithmetic and we had a fun game where one child would give a problem on the board and another child 
would solve it.  The children are so keen to solve problems.  Most of them could do basic addition and 
several of them struggle with subtraction.   They don’t seem to understand the concept of place value and 
borrowing.  But gosh they are so eager!  For more than an hour they kept asking me to give them more 
problems to solve.  It is really such a pity that such eager children don’t get an opportunity and a good 
learning environment. 
 
Among the most eager of these children was Rajesh.  But he had a lot of difficulty both reading and doing 
arithmetic.  He was able to do addition but no subtraction and I tried teaching him place value and 
borrowing.  He seemed to pick it up well.  I asked the teacher that how come this child, in spite of being 
bright and eager did not have adequate learning.  It seems his parents both migrate to Bangalore or Chennai 
for more than 6 months a year and this young child of 9 is left completely alone in the village to take care of 
his two younger siblings.  He actually cooks and takes care of the entire house by himself.  I was just 
astounded.  His younger brother Sakthivel was also in school, a belligerent young lad who makes up for the 
lack of learning with his confidence.  He seemed more intent in having fun scribbling with the chalk piece 
rather than playing arithmetic games! 

 
 
Suddenly, it all feels worthwhile.  I was feeling quite negative about the whole thing just an hour ago.  The 
NGO (WARM) is not paying enough attention, the villagers seem distant.  They are not even willing to do 
some minor fixing to the crumbling structure and I was wondering how the hell can Asha change the 
situation here.  Well, do we have a choice now?  Is there any other way than trying?  With enthusiasm and 
eagerness in spite of all the odds.  The children, as always, have shown the way.  When Rajesh, a 9 year old 
taking care of two young children can still having enough energy and enthusiasm to come to this small and 
sad school and learn whatever he can, what in the earth can stop us from trying?  With renewed vigor I once 
again engaged the villagers to see if we can get a better school up and running in this village. 
 
It seems some land had been already allocated by the villagers for building the school.  I asked them to 
show the land.  It was just outside the row of huts and was part of some agricultural land.  We had a long 
discussion on the ownership of the land.  It was not clear to most of them.  Finally it came out that it was 
donated by one of the villagers to the government to build a primary school.  The government has done 
nothing about it so far.  The land is just lying waste for the last two years.   
 
Even if Asha helps in building the school, it would be better if the basic effort should come from the 
villagers.  We can provide them all the assistance but it should be ‘their’ effort and not Asha’s or ‘WARM’s 
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effort.  I tried conveying the idea to them.  It did not go across clearly.  They were wondering how in their 
current financial state they can do any such thing.  I was trying to impress upon them, with a lot of 
difficulty, that there was lot more to getting the school up than finances.  Are they willing to meet the 
government officials to get permission (now it is the govt. land you see!) to build a school by themselves?   
 
The discussion was mainly with the women of the village who have been organized into a ‘Self Help Group’ 
by WARM.  While we were having this discussion a panchayat member passed by and he was drawn into 
the conversation.  Mullai (the WARM teacher) was quite vocal about the lack of energy from the panchayat 
and the villagers to move forward the issue of this school.  This seemed to rile that man and started blasting 
everyone around.  He even questioned why the hell should he help them out and accused them for lack of 
co-operation.  I had to calm him down and politely remind him that this was not a matter of a fault of an 
individual or group.  I sent him on a guilt trip on ‘when few Indians who are living some thousands of miles 
away have shown interest in getting a school running in this village’ why can’t he show a little more 
patience and persevere to get this school up and running.  To my great surprise he did relent and we had a 
more productive discussion after wards.  He went to his house (in a very much better shape than rest of the 
villagers, he even had a satellite dish!!) and brought back a deed written by a women of the village who 
donate the piece of land so that a school could be built.   
 
Since the land was donated and now legally it belonged to the government now the issue was to get 
permission from the government authorities so that the villagers themselves (with the help of WARM and 
Asha) can build the school.  He said he would get that permission in two weeks time and I can then come 
back and meet him after that and then think about building a school there. 

 
 
We should now get working on the construction aspect of this school.  It should definitely be more than a 
single room.  Out of the 40 or so children there are definitely at least two grades and it would make sense to 
have more attention according to their abilities.  We should explore some low cost construction methods 
and see if local materials can be used to build this school.  I am not very clear how much this building 
would cost.  Can we consult someone who has experience in building such structures?   How do we go 
about building a school in this village with mostly local materials and also a lot of participation of the 
villagers themselves?  Do you have any ideas? 
 
I plan to visit Naradapattu again in a month’s time and by that time hopefully they would have the 
permission to build a school.  I will sit and discuss with the villagers, panchayat and WARM and see what 
are the next steps to get this school up and running.  I will keep you updated. 
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