SEED Narpanigal, Madurai - site visit report



25 March 2008, Tuesday

SEED Narpanigal is a Trust registered in February 2007 working in a neighborhood called Karumbalai in Madurai. Asha Boston had requested Chennai for help with this project, and we decided it would be a good idea to visit SEED, see how they function and get a clear understanding of their accounting practices.

Karthik, Mansoor and Anbarasu picked me up from a hotel near the Madurai temple at 3pm and we rode on their bikes to Karumbalai. We went straight to SEED’s office, which is a small rented house, and started talking about the organization, the target area, etc. Karumbalai is not too far from central Madurai and the main road to Karumbalai passes through Madurai Municipal Corporation (MMC) office and the Gandhi Museum. Given the proximity to MMC, a lot of residents of Karumbalai do work there. Karumbalai is a neighborhood of about 20,000 people where scavengers, coolies, rickshaw-pullers and other kind of daily-wage labourers and their families live. I noticed that the area seemed more prosperous than what one associates with a typical slum – a lot of concrete houses as opposed to thatched huts, decent roads (though narrow) and not mud roads with sewerage running in the middle, material ownership such as two-wheelers, T.V, etc. Karthik said that Madurai has certainly been seeing a lot of growth in the past few years and people are in general more economically better-off than they were before. He mentioned that the Corporation has been investing quite a bit into providing better infrastructure for the entire city. Given that Madurai is a popular cultural hub, this facelift will certainly help improve tourism as well.
Karthik was involved in SEED PLAN, another organization working at Karumbalai, until early 2007 but decided to start SEED Narpanigal due to some differences of opinion. He is the Managing Trustee & the overall coordinator, and there are four other trustees, all of them from the same neighborhood. Mansurali is another full-time coordinator, while Anbarasan is a part-time coordinator and holds a full-time job elsewhere. The main focus of the trust is to work with children of all age groups from Karumbalai to bring out the potential in each one of them. They do this using various ways but primarily through four different after-school student centers classified based on students’ education levels. There are quite a few government and private schools nearby, so access to regular schools is not an issue.
These centers are run by a total of 16 teaching members, including the three coordinators. All of them are from Karumbalai, and they are either regular college students or ones doing their Bachelors by correspondence degrees. Four of these sixteen were school drop-outs who were helped/motivated/coached by Karthik to complete their classes X or XII as private students. The centers are open between 6pm to 9:30pm every weekday and throughout the day on weekends. Karthik and Mansurali provide private classes for some drop-out children and also take care of administrative issues during the day on weekdays. These centers serve as places where students get help with their school-work. In addition, SEED involves the children in various other activities so as to encourage them to express themselves in various ways. One such is a magazine that they publish every two months. The children can submit essays, stories, poems, art and anything else for the magazine and be part of the entire process if they wish. Another is a small bank where children contribute whatever they can so as to learn the importance of savings. They are also taken out on field trips once in a while to places that most of them would not have visited, even within Madurai.
There is a room in the same house (where the SEED office is) that is used as a center called ‘Thaedalgal Arangam’ for college kids who also double up as teachers in the various centers. I had a chance to meet about 8-10 of them. I asked them about their backgrounds, their education and other general things. They were enthusiastic about being involved in doing their bit for Karumbalai through these centers. It was about 6:30pm and we decided to visit the other centers. First up was ‘Vaandugal Arangam’ – a center for children between classes I to IV. This is run out of Karthik’s house and a small path leading upto it. There were about 35 kids squeezed in that area. They were all dressed up to welcome and entertain me. They recited some poems, Tamil and English rhymes and told me a story. We then moved on to ‘Vaergal Arangam’ that caters to children in classes V to VIII. They are split into two floors of the same building because of lack of enough space. There were about 25 and 15 kids in each. I asked them a few questions in Maths, Geography and others but hardly got any right answers. For instance, I asked a few VIII standard kids what India’s neighboring countries are and I got answers such as America, England, etc.
The final center is the ‘Kanavugal Arangam’ for students between classes IX to XII. This is housed in the first floor of a building and is reasonably spacious. This center is also used as the library and the place where most of the magazine-related work happens. There were about 25 boys and 4 girls during my visit. I talked to them briefly. A lot of the students said that they use the center for studying after-school because it is generally quiet here and there are fellow students and teachers to help out with the studies as well. It was getting late for my bus to Chennai later that night, and so I bid my goodbyes, wished them luck and left.
Finances: First of all, I was surprised to find that they didn’t have 80G. I looked through their accounts and registers. Their expenses each month include rent+electricity for six buildings, salaries for coordinators, honorarium for the teaching members and some administrative costs. They publish a magazine every two months for which they incur printing costs as well.
Observations
· The main people associated with the organization are from Karumbalai. They have been through rough times and are motivated to make a positive change in the lives of the children there.
· SEED encourages children to follow their interests outside of academics.

· The centers provide an environment conducive to their studies which they might not always have at home.
· The magazine is definitely a good idea and brings out children’s originality & creativity.
Suggestions

· Asha needs to get a better handle on the quality of teaching support provided. The stress has to be on quality not just quantity.  

· [Related to above] Asha should bring in more focus on the children’s mainstream academics. A good goal would be to give these children an edge that might otherwise not get.
· SEED should be encouraged to communicate with the school teachers to better understand the academic needs of the children. This could be critical in an area like Karumbalai where a lot of the parents are illiterate and would find it difficult to help in their children’s education directly.
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