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After a four hour bus ride from Chennai to the temple town of Tiruvannamalai, a break for lunch and another 45-minute 

bus ride west, I reached Chengam where I was met by Mr.Thirumalai Devendran, the Director of GKVDS. We rode on his 

bike to the NGO’s office at Pakkiripalayam, a village about 4 km from Chengam. I was welcomed by the staff of the 

organization there and we assembled in the main office room. GKVDS occupies the back portion of an old, spacious 

house with the owners living in the front portion. There is a large room in the center of the space which is where the 

tailoring classes are conducted. There are three smaller rooms on either side of this space that are used for various 

purposes including training, storage, etc and one of them is the office room. The office room is the main functional 

space which is also where most of organization’s and projects’ documents are stored; there is a computer in this room 

as well. 

I was introduced to the staff members who were there and that included: 

Thirugnanaselvi – Women’s coordinator 

Soundari – Works on Micro-credit 

Sathayaraj – Office Assistant 

Chandra Devi – Tailoring teacher 

Sekar – Youth coordinator 

Maangani – Assistant women’s coordinator 

Pawan Kumar – Student volunteer  

 

Mr.Devendran gave me some background about the organization. GKVDS was established in 1993 and has been working 

on various projects over years. I went over their accounts and audited financial reports for the past three years. The 

books are well-maintained and the reports are satisfactory. 

 

I wanted to understand the project clearly in terms of target villages, children, process, evaluation, etc and started 

asking some questions. Ms.Thirugnanaselvi provided answers to all of them and here are some key points, a lot of which 

I was able to verify during my visit to the centers: 

• All the five villages targeted are ones where predominantly/only Scheduled Tribes live, specifically from the Irula 

community. So, these are in essence Irula colonies. This, I think, is an important fact because Asha has experience 

supporting a similar project focused on the Irula community through Bharathi Trust 

(http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=79).  

• The NFE centers were started with the aim of providing education to children who have never been to school or 

have dropped out of school (this is less than 10%). 

• The plan is to provide non-formal education for three years and integrate them into mainstream. They follow the 

TamilNadu state government syllabus in these centers to facilitate this.   

• Ms.Thirugnanaselvi has an M.A and a Diploma in Teacher Education (D.T.Ed), and seems well-qualified. She, along 

with a couple of other staff, are in-charge of all aspects related to education including guiding the teachers, planning 

class schedules, setting lesson plans, developing written & oral tests, etc.  



• The teachers from the five centers come to GKVDS office every Saturday for training+meeting. They submit weekly 

reports, give feedback, and discuss issues, if any, during the meeting. The coordinator checks the attendance, staff 

and other registers then. Ms.Selvi also imparts training related to play-way methods, effective use of Teaching & 

Learning Materials (TLM) and other aspects during these sessions. 

• They administer oral tests every month and conduct quarterly, half-yearly and annual exams at the centers. 

• Older children, mostly girls, studying in the five centers are brought to the office for tailoring & stitching classes one 

day each week. Mr.Sathayaraj and a couple of other volunteers fetch them from the village every morning and drop 

them off in the evening in time for their NFE classes. 

• The children in all the centers are given nutritional supplements daily. On Tuesdays and Fridays, they are given milk 

and ‘sundal’ (a snack made from beans & lentil). The other days, they are given fruits and sometimes, milk. These 

are usually prepared or purchased by the teachers themselves, or by the staff of GKVDS. On special occasions, the 

children get eggs or biscuits or toffees. 

• There is a doctor who conducts health camps in the five villages every month. He also identifies weak and mal-

nourished children for whom GKVDS tries to provide better nutrition when possible. 

 

At about 4:45pm, the director, five other staff members and I started on three bikes to visit the villages. On the ride with 

Mr.Devendran, I asked him about people’s occupation in this part of the state and how dependent they were on 

agriculture. He said most of the people in rural areas have been moving away from agriculture over the years either 

because of continuous poor monsoons or because it is not sustainable anymore or because the landless farmers get 

exploited too much. There are not many industries in Tiruvannamalai district and certainly not in Chengam taluk. Some 

families migrate to towns/cities including Erode, Chennai and Bangalore to work as laborers leaving their children 

behind with grandparents or other family members.  

 

He mentioned that the villages covered by this project are some of the most backward and the government’s programs 

and schemes never seem to reach them. People are very poor and their awareness is extremely limited. Due to various 

cultural issues, it has been hard to convince them of the importance of education for children but he thinks their 

attitudes are slowly changing for the better. 

 

Ayothi Nagar 

This is the first NFE center we visited and the closest one from the office. Ayothi Nagar and the four other villages where 

the centers run are all ST colonies – that is, these are areas outside the boundaries of the main village where only STs 

(Irulas in this case) live and hence are cut off from the others and denied basic amenities sometimes. We were received 

by Jayakkodi, the teacher, and her husband at their house. The front porch of the house and the living room inside are 

used to hold classes. She has passed class 10. Before this project started, she and her husband were running a balwadi 

voluntarily for six months and also providing food to the children to encourage parents to send them there. They 

couldn’t sustain the effort and hence had to close down the balwadi. She certainly seems very intent on providing 

education to the children. 

 

She explained the functioning and structure of the center. The children are divided into three classes (2, 3 & 4 this year) 

and are taught subjects alternatively by her while the rest of them are given class assignments to do. Tests are 

conducted regularly which then get evaluated in the office with oversight from Ms.Selvi. She said the monthly meeting 

with parents and village leaders in the presence of Mr.Devendran and others are useful to mobilize support within the 

village and encourages the parents to send their children to the center. 

 

It was about 5pm and children started trickling in slowly. Meanwhile, I went through the attendance registers, records 

and some question papers and they all seemed to be in order. Also checked the savings scheme register and there were 



regular entries of deposits for the past few months. The kids make small deposits of Rs.1 or 2 when they can, and the 

center gives loans to them from time to time. I asked the children how many contribute to this scheme and what benefit 

they get by doing so; a few hands went up and some children said that the teacher gives money to the parents to buy 

notebooks, pencil, box, etc. I then started an exercise for the children to write their names and another friend’s name in 

both Tamil and English; almost all the kids were able to write their names in Tamil and some of them in English; the rest 

did manage to write with help from their friends or me. 

 

Once the children settled down, we had an interactive session. This half-an-hour or so set the tone for the entire visit I 

should say. It went as follows: 

Question: How many of you go to school? 

Response: 3 hands (all boys) went up. Jayakkodi chipped in saying that these three kids actually went to school only for a 

couple of days at the beginning of the year but don’t go anymore. They are probably in the attendance roll, that’s all. 

Question: Why don’t you go regularly? And why are the others not going to school? Do you not like it? 

Children:  

It’s too far, Sir. Who will walk that far?  

My grandparents won’t allow me. They’ll beat me if I go to school. They want me to pluck flowers. 

I don’t have uniform, Sir. Also, the kids at the school tease me all the time, so I don’t want to go. 

Jayakkodi: Because of various reasons. First and foremost, the nearest school is about 2.5km away and the children just 

refuse to walk that far daily, especially the younger ones. Some of the older go once in a while but are uninterested. 

Question: Isn’t there supposed to be a primary school within a 1-1.5km radius usually? Mr.Devendran, have you 

approached the education officials about this?  

Response: We have, a few times. They say that it is not feasible to have a school for a village with just about 85 families. 

If we persist, they say that they will look into it. 

Question: I am pretty sure 85 families is a large enough number, so you should definitely pursue that route. What other 

reasons besides distance? 

Response: Only some of the parents want to send the children to school but most of them just want their children to 

help out with work in the family. These include herding cows or goats for grazing, plucking flowers from large gardens 

that get sent to nearby cities, taking care of younger siblings so that both parents can work, and other odd jobs. 

Question: I thought you meet with the parents every month. Have you not been able to convince them about the 

importance of education? 

Response: We keep trying but they say that let the children work during the day and you can have them in the evenings 

to provide education if you want. Almost the parents are illiterate and most have never even stepped into a school. If we 

tell them that this non-formal education can only help so much and that they have to go to school regularly, the parents 

feel that there is no use doing that because they might end up unemployed or earning about the same whether they are 

educated or not. 

Some parents are interested indeed, but distance is a serious problem.  

Question: So kids, what do you want to do when you grow up?  

Response: Muted response except for a couple of kids. This is in complete contrast to the enthusiastic response from 

children in schools & tuition centers in other parts of the state I have visited. 

Boy1: I want to become a police. 

Question: Interesting. Why? 

Boy1: My father deserted my mother and married another woman (whom he referred to as second mother) and 

deserted her also. I want to shoot him and everyone like him. 

Question: Holding someone accountable for his/her wrong is good but is violence the way to go? 

Boy1: Well, he did desert my mother and me, didn’t he?  

 



After that exchange, I decided to ask a few questions. I asked them a basic arithmetic problem about buying things from 

a shop and how much they would cost. There were some accurate answers and I had them work on the solution for the 

rest of the things but in general, they largely seemed to understand the solution and were pretty enthusiastic. Asked 

them meanings for some English words and got a mixed response. I asked if someone would like to sing a rhyme and 

there was a steady stream of children reciting both English and Tamil rhymes/songs over the next ten minutes! 

 

I spoke to them about the center’s needs; they said they would like to get a tailoring machine and a computer, which are 

now currently accessible to the children only from the main center. I said we’ll see what we could do. Having spent more 

than an hour in this center, I was ready to leave. They requested me to distribute dates and milk to the students and I 

happily obliged. 

 

I spent about half-an-hour or less in each of the other three centers because of the distances between them and hence 

my interactions were shorter versions of the one at Ayothi Nagar. 

 

Mannadipatti 

It took us about 25 minutes to reach this center from Ayothi Nagar and it had gotten dark by the time we got there at 

6:35pm. The NFE center is in an Irula colony located 2kms away from the main village and is in a very interior forest area. 

The children were waiting for us when we reached. Mr.Raja is the teacher there and the class is held outside his hut 

without any shelter. He said they go inside if it rains. There was just one light bulb which seemed insufficient and I 

requested Mr.Devendran to provide a tube light or two and make sure to pay for the electricity as well.  

 

There were about 20 children there that day. I asked about the low attendance. Raja said that some children live in the 

huts inside where they farm (called as “kolla kottaai” in Tamil) away from the center and they come only if their parents 

are able to come late at night to pick them up. It was pitch-dark on our way and I could imagine why children living 

further away would find it difficult to come & go by themselves. I suggested they should try and start the classes earlier 

if possible. Being a very small hamlet, people were curious to watch the commotion and started gathering around us. 

 

I quickly browsed through the registers they maintain and they seemed satisfactory. Attendance is taken regularly at the 

center. I then interacted with the children for a while asking about their backgrounds and interests. Only two or three 

children (all boys) have ever gone to a school though none of them is going currently. I asked a couple of boys why they 

stopped going and one of them, after a lot of hesitation, said it was because he does not have a pair of uniform. Of 

course, I don’t believe that he would start going to the school regularly if he is given a uniform because the problems are 

much deeper than that. When I asked others why they wouldn’t go to a school, I didn’t get too many responses. I asked 

the parents if they would send their children to school if we can take care of their expenses, but all I got was blank 

stares. Jayakkodi later on pointed out that this hamlet is the toughest to handle because the people are very poor and 

the parents just refuse to send the children to school because they’d rather have them work.  

A few boys and girls recited some rhymes for us which, interestingly, did seem to bring some smiles in their parents. At 

the end of it, I thanked Raja and the children and we were on our way. 

 

Kurumapatti 

This is another very interior village in a thin forest area and it took us about 40 minutes to get there. The teacher 

Ms.Padmavathy, her husband and about 35 children were waiting for us there. The center is run out of Padmavathy’s 

house and her husband also helps her run the center. I noticed that there was a tailoring machine here and confirmed 

that it was GKVDS’s. There are about 40 families in Kurumapatti and most of them work as coolies. 

 



As with Ayothi Nagar and Mannadipatti, I noticed that a few students were wearing school uniforms. I asked them if 

they go to school but their answer was negative. Two of them have been to school for just a month in a year. They 

enrolled in the beginning of the year but never really attended classes after that. The main reasons I heard from the 

children were that they are beaten at school and are scared of exams. 

 

Padmavathy seems very capable and the children here were a very enthusiastic lot. Including kids who were not there 

when I went, Padmavathy says there are about 40 of them who attend. This is more than the 30 mentioned in the 

reports from GKVDS; I asked Mr.Devendran about it and he said that the children really like coming here and that they 

didn’t want to refuse them. For children who don’t attend a regular school, I found them to be very bright and engaging 

when I spoke to them. They explained the content in the educational charts that were hanging in the porch and were 

able to express things clearly. The children have been on a field trip to Sathanur dam once, though I can’t recollect if 

GKVDS or the teacher organized it. I quickly glanced through the registers, apologized for the flying visit, assured them 

I’d come back and left. 

 

Vellalampatti 

It was about 8:30pm when we got here and were welcomed by the teacher Ms.Rani, her father and the children. Rani is 

a young girl who is very energetic and motivated. The classes are conducted outside her house and they go inside if it 

rains. I could right away see that there were way more girls than boys as indicated in their reports. Since I reached the 

center a little late, some children had left. I noticed that there was a school just about 300 yards away. I asked how 

many of them go to the school and found out that none of them do. This school is apparently very run down and just has 

one teacher who does not show up regularly either. Just as in the other centers, I asked how many of them work and all 

of them put up their hands. Rani said that the children attending the center come from very poor families, and work 

during the day to support the family.  

 

I asked them a few questions and got good responses by prodding them. Upon my request, a couple of girls got up and 

recited some Tamil rhymes for me. I queried them about their savings scheme and the kids said that they contribute a 

few rupees whenever they can. 

 

We thanked them all and left. It took us about 45 minutes to come back to the office. I got some clarifications on our 

ride back and at the office. I thanked all the staff for their time and hospitality, and appreciated their efforts towards this 

project. Mr.Devendran and I headed back to Chengam for dinner. I then proceeded to Tiruvannamalai and caught a 

midnight bus to Chennai.  

Summary: 

• There are some major reasons for children not attending schools in all these villages and they are  

1. Parents want the children to work and think that’s how it naturally should be; lack of awareness 

2. As Scheduled Tribes, the students seem to be marginalized both at villages and more importantly at the schools 

– casteism at play 

3. Other students harass them if they go to school and tease them about their torn uniforms or lack of educational 

materials or their cleanliness, etc 

4. Distance to school 

• GKVDS is doing a very good job within their limitations. NGOs working in villages are usually based in bigger towns 

nearby but GKVDS is functioning out of a village only. Hence, their exposure and resources are limited as well. 

• I asked them if they have approached other organizations for funding but Mr.Devendran said that they don’t know 

of any other organization that they could approach. 

• This is their only project right now and Asha is the only source of funding. In essence, Asha is paying all the staff 

members now.  



• The first year of the project was funded by Asha from April 2007 to March 2008. They have been running the project 

on loans borrowed from their trustees since. They also received the first installment of the approved amount for 

second year. 

• The centers follow the TamilNadu state board syllabus and the exams are based on that. Their internal pass 

percentage was 86% last year.  

• Books, notebooks and other educational materials are purchased using the funds in the saving scheme with 

involvement from parents. 

• GKVDS staff conducts surprise visits themselves to check how the centers function and if food is being provided 

regularly. 

 

Suggestions (I have shared some of them with Mr.Devendran): 

• Their first priority over the next two years should be to work towards getting the children into regular schools for 

mainstream education. They are doing a good job to provide the academic foundation necessary but they have to 

work very seriously with the government education officials, schools and village panchayats to solve the other 

issues. 

• The parents meeting sessions should be used to spread awareness and to get their buy-in about the importance of 

sending the children to school instead of having them work. GKVDS could bring in some external “advisers” for this 

purpose from time to time so that the villagers hear the same message from different people. 

• The villagers can be mobilized to lobby the schools and education officials to address the main issues only if they are 

really convinced. I think Asha-Seattle can put GKVDS in touch with Bharathi Trust as they might be able to provide 

insights into working with Irulas. 

• Exposure/field trips for the children might be a good idea. 

 

In conclusion, I think this project is an important one and fits in perfectly with Asha’s core objective. There is huge 

potential in the children and our commitment can help bring them to schools. The organization is doing a very sincere 

job and they will benefit immensely from our help and guidance. 

 

 

-  Bhaskar Venkateswaran (bhasve AT gmail DOT com), Asha Chennai 

 


