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Mr.  S. Sethunarayan offered to pick me up from the place where I was staying and reached there. But I 

was returning with my family from outside Chennai and could not make it on time. So he came in his car 

to the restaurant where I was with my family and picked me up.  

He came across as a very cordial person. He introduced his driver to me and told me his driver was like a 

family member, had been with him for years. He gave some background about himself. He studied and 

worked at Gandhigram Rural University, which is based on Gandhian principles. Its founders were 

mentored by Gandhiji himself. Mr. Sethunarayan shared with several interesting stories/incidents 

experienced by the founders, their interaction with Gandhiji (how the founder was made to clean the 

toilet for 2 weeks before he could get started etc.). 

We then drove to our first school. On the way, Mrs. Sethunarayan showed me photos of several 

activities they have engaged in, documents, audit reports, his future plans etc. One of the plans is 

around starting a new project to educate and inform adolescent girls about reproductive health. There is 

a lot of ignorance among the rural women, and girls about adolescence and reproductive health in 

general. So he is planning to organize a workshop on that topic.  

Below is a picture of “The tech museum” award that his wife and he received. The other recipient was 

Bill Gates: 



 

They received this award for designing an innovative device for the people of “Irulas“ tribe to make their 

life much easier and less hazardous to catch rodents in farm-fields. 

All the schools are really tuition centers which function from 5:00 to 8:00. I had enough time to cover 

only 3 villages. I had to cover It took 2.5 hours for us to reach Tiruttani where the villages are located. 

My first stop was at a school in Nemili village: 



 

I took a picture above, just before entering the class/school. On the right side is Mr. Sethunarayan On 

the left side is the coordinator for all the CDDP centers. The coordinator also studied in Gandhigram 

along with Mr. Sethunarayan. There is only one classroom. The funding for this classroom was provided 

by a couple of people from Chennai. There is a note of thanks stuck on a wall in the classroom as shown 

below: 



 

All grade students, from KG through 12th std., sit in that one single classroom. They are taught by only 
one teacher: Ms. Sumungala Qualification: DTC Teacher Training and her assistant:  Ms. Sheela Qualification: 12

th
 

std.  You can see the assistant sitting on a chair in the classroom on the photo above. 

 I asked how they teach all ages/levels in the same classroom. They teach one class for 15 mins and then 

move on to the next. The other class children are working on their homework. 

Of all the schools I visited, this school is from the village that has the most underprivileged caste of people. 

They are tribals called Irulas. Irulas are responsible for catching rodents in fields. These are Scheduled Tribes.  

In the class, all the kids started with a prayer that was written by Mr. Sethunarayan himself. He introduced me 

to the class. I asked the teacher to conduct classes the way they would normally. I asked the kids to answer 

some basic questions, what is your name, which class etc. They answered boldly. I asked a few questions in 

English and also asked them to answer in English, but they were not comfortable answering, except for one or 

two. Mr. Sethunarayan asked one of the students to point out US on the globe. She ended up pointing 

somewhere near arctic. 



  



They had asked all the elder kids also to be in the classroom. Because I was visiting. I asked them to just do 

things they way they would do normally without changing anything. 

 

 

Then the 11tha and 12 grade kids went outside (which is what they do) and did their homework outside the 

classroom. They were preparing for their English test (the following day was a test day at school). I saw that 

their English reading material was very advanced, for what they really knew. I asked them to say one sentence 

in English and they needed a lot of help in framing a sentence. I gave them a Tamil sentence and asked them 

to translate in English “Leaf is green in color” But they needed help in writing that.  

Then I moved on to 11
th

 standard kids. They were working on writing Science Record book. The boy was 

drawing paramecium. I asked him some questions from his record book on some of the previous work. He 

was able to answer 2 of the 3 questions without assistance. 

Enroute the second school, I learned about how the villages were structured in India (or at least in Tiruttani 

that was the case). The villages were spatially or geographically separated into three areas. The area were 

forward castes lived was called “Ooru” (Tamil word for place). There are some fields and barren lands between 

each area. I went first through Ooru, The buildings were made out of brick and cement, had proper roof and 

were sturdy. Then after crossing some barren land, I reached the area were the Scheduled castes lived. I did 

not get down due to lack of time. The houses were of lower quality, some were huts some had walls, but 

smaller in size, leaf roofs etc. As I moved on, we reached the area where Scheduled Tribes lived. That was the 



poorest section and most underprivileged. Mostly huts, and very tiny in size. It was disheartening to see that 

this was being followed even today. I heard there is no quick fix. The forward caste people still made decisions 

and others had to abide. 

We reached the Nallatur village school. They had hired a new teacher, Mr. Arul, who was relatively better 

educated. He had done BA, B.Ed also. But because, he was handicapped, with both legs impaired, he 

conducted classes outside his home itself as shown below: 

 

Here there were kids from KG to 6
th

 grade. Elder kids had gone for the annual Adi Karthigai festival (3 days). 

There seemed to be more energy in this classroom. The kids seemed to have more energy and answered my 

questions even better. I asked them questions in math. Mr. Sethunarayan asked them to show me their 

homework and asked them to recite a Thirukkural and its meaning. The student spoke with better command 

and confidence. When I asked the project coordinator why there was such a difference between the 

performances of kids between the two schools, he said that these kids are from the Scheduled Caste; their 

parents are relatively less underprivileged than the tribals in Nemili village. 

Next stop: Karani Nizampattu village. This village was a little longer drive. We had to take a longer route as one of 

the bridges was broken during recent floods. I was greeted by a very enthusiastic teacher named Mr. Paramasivan. 

He has studied only up to 12
th

 Std. He was assisted by Ms. Cetha who was also 12
th

 pass. 



Mr. Paramasivan is a gold medalist in state level swimming. He showed me the picture showing him receiving gold 

medal. He is also a teaching assistant in a local Govt. school. The picture below shows Mr. Paramasivan teaching 3
rd

 

grade kids: 

 

 

Mr. Paramasivan had written down on the blackboard different topics from all the material they were going to 

cover for the day, the content on the blackboard seemed to be very well organized. A group of kids from each 

grade would take turns to get to the board and answers questions. I asked them to solve a few 3 digit 

addition, subtraction, multiplication problems. They were able to solve. However, on one instance, when 

asking kids to fill in the blanks (English sentences), the teacher was throwing the questions at everybody for 

anyone to answer, just one kid kept answering. Mr. Sethunarayan advised him to ask individually to make sure 

everybody is learning.  

Before leaving, I asked the kids to ask me questions. They did not hesitate. They asked me several questions 

about US, California etc. 



 

In all the schools, before I left, Mr. Sethunarayan requested me to say a few words to the kids. I encouraged 

them to stay curious and keep asking more questions to their teachers as well as to themselves. Mr. 

Sethunarayan’s wife called me on the phone and apologized for not being available during this site visit as she 

had a personal commitment. She is also very active and both of them work together on these activities. 

Overall, I was happy with the second two schools: Nallatur and Karani Nizampattu. But the kids at the school 

at Nemili village seem to be relatively far behind. Something to discuss at the Chapter meeting. 

 


