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The project 
 
TRUWDES is a project located in Manjampatti, a small village close to reserve forests 
on the border of Tamil Nadu & Kerala. Alexander is the administrator & principal for 
TRUWDES. Alex founded the school several years back (10-12) and has been 
persistent in his efforts to bring an improvement to kids’ education in the area. The 
school has around 35-40 students going all the way up to seventh grade. These 
students come from Manjampatti and the surrounding 3-4 hamlets. We made a short day 
trip to TRUWDES, Manjampatti and this report is from what we observed during our visit. 
 

History 
 

Most of the prior visits have covered in significant detail about the location, accessibility, 
equipment & facilities, challenges of keeping kids in school and level of education. You 
can read the prior TRUWDES reports here. Due to the brevity of our visit and a language 
barrier, we were unable to assess things in as much detail, so this report will focus only 
on the state of affairs in comparison to the 2014 report and our recommendations.  
 

Getting there 
 

We planned to visit the school over two days, reaching there on Saturday, and staying 
over till Sunday. To get there from Bangalore, if you are taking public transport, you have 
to first get to Coimbatore, from there to Udumalapettai, and then take a taxi for about 40 
kms towards the Kerala border checkpost, and just a couple of kms before the 
checkpost, you enter the reserve forest. From that point, it is another 18 km of dirt road 
to the actually villages and school. This dirt road can be traversed by a jeep (4WD 
vehicle only), but until a few years ago, the only way to get to the schools was to hike!! 
The reserve forest has lots of animals – primarily a large elephant herd, lots of deer, 
monkeys, and, we were told, also a few large cats. We hiked for about 20 minutes while 
the jeep caught up with us, and heard the elephants in the distance and saw some 
monkeys and a herd of deer bouncing off in front of us. The remaining distance we were 
standing in the back of the jeep, and it was a fun ride. The road is by no means smooth 
and there is a lot of throwing yourself around and holding tight needed to not fall off the 
jeep. Part of the 18 kms goes through a river. They have actually laid a road segment 
(tar) on the river bed so the jeep just drives right through the shallow river! The ride took 
more than an hour. Eventually we came up on the first village. Houses were all close 
together in what looked to be a very dry stretch of land. A few kms in we saw the other 
two hamlets, but houses there were spread far apart, mostly each house being on the 
land they farmed. We did see people farming their lands as we drove by. The whole area 
is very rustic and beautiful and scenic. 
 

The school 

http://www.ashanet.org/projects-new/documents/879/Site_Visit_Report_2014.pdf


 
The final destination was Manjampatti village. We stopped at the school directly. The 
school consists of just one large tin-roofed multi-purpose room (about 200 sq ft.) There 
were about 30 school children waiting for us at the school in their best attire. The school 
had a computer on a table but it appeared to have been brought out from the closet for 
our visit. It was not clear if they were actually using the computer for anything. There 
was a schematic of computer parts drawn on the board, and a bunch of charts hung 
around the room. All the kids were seated on the floor in the middle, with teachers and 
other staff standing on the sides. We were asked to sit on chairs at the head of the room 
and ask what we wanted. Once we settled down, we called a few kids over to look at 
their notes and understand their awareness in terms of education. As neither of us spoke 
Tamil, it was quite difficult to converse and ask questions. We randomly reviewed the 
notes of a few students. Most of the notes were written in Tamil and a single notebook 
seemed to contain several subjects. Having all notes in one book was a little unusual for 
us coming from a background with separate notebooks for each subject. After a few 
discussions with other volunteers, however, we think this can be attributed to the 
challenges of organized learning for kids & parents with little or no awareness about 
organized learning. We could spend only an hour or two with the kids as they were 
travelling to another place for taking tests the next day. These tests happen in the 
nearby town, so the kids have to make the longish journey out the previous day itself 
and stay somewhere overnight in the town. Also, the reserve forest gates are locked 
from 6 pm to 9 am, so they have to plan accordingly. However, given our language 
challenge, it is unclear that we would have leant anything more by spending more time 
with them, but it would have been nice both for us and for them for the company.  
 

The kids 
 
The kids were very shy and formal at first, until we produced the Dairy milk chocolates 
we took for them – that served as a great ice breaker. They were quite enthusiastic and 
interacted well after that initial unfamiliarity and awkwardness. A few of the kids were 
eager to sing for us – mostly folk and movie songs. Yet others were very excited by our 
smartphone cameras and loved posing for and taking pictures and videos of themselves 
and us. Through all this, there was one group of students who just sat quietly and did not 
participate or interact at all, always avoiding eye contact. We were told that these were 
the native/tribal kids. There was a clear distinction between the two sets of kids. The 
non-native kids are very friendly and social. The tribal kids have trouble mingling with 
others. Alex asked us not to ask them too many questions or they would not even return 
to school again. This is apparently a common occurrence – if the teachers try to engage 
them a bit more, trying to get them to participate, they stop coming to school, and Alex 
has to go and talk to the parents and cajole them into coming back again.  
 

The teachers 
 
We tried also talking to the teachers, asking them about the kids and the syllabus, but 
even there we had trouble conversing. We asked what enthused them to come all the 
way out there, where there were so few facilities and teach these kids, but I don’t think 
we got a satisfactory answer. Alex later said many teachers came there as a stop gap 
arrangement and would leave as soon as they got another job. Their immediate problem 
is teacher retention due to low wages, and the remoteness of the area. 
 



We would have likely had a better understanding if the visit had been on a regular school 
day and spanning at least 2 days rather than just a Sunday – on regular days, you can 
sit through classes and see the teachers in action and the interactions between them, 
even without being able to speak the language. 
 

The building and facilities 
 
The school room (house) is basic in terms of facilities. The school had a few chairs and 
a table for the computer. As mentioned earlier, it was unclear if the computer was in use 
at all (and not sure if it operational) There were a couple of pictorial charts hanging on 
the walls, one with vegetables and two others with letters from the English alphabet. The 
school also had a non-functioning water filter. The school also serves as the kitchen. 
Children were provided afternoon lunch when we were there. Lunch consisted mostly of 
rice with potato curry & dal. We also dined at the school after the kids and the food was 
very good. The school room had a few shelves and some of them contained sleeping 
accessories like bed sheets, pillows, some worn out books and emergency or over-the-
counter medicines. 
 

Toilet facilities as recommended in previous report has now been partially constructed. 
From our understanding from Alex, the difficulty is in acquiring and transporting 
construction materials to the school. They still have the balance of the money needed for 
the toilet construction.  
 

Alex and the village leaders 
 
Alex’s life itself is quite uniquely challenging, and personally we wondered what drives 
him to continue to strive so much for this project. He has a wife and daughter who live in 
Tanjavur. He spends 3 weeks of a month at the project. Since there is no cell signal 
there, he is cut off from any outside contact while he lives there. The last week he goes 
back and spends with family. In the time he is at the village, the school room serves as 
his home (as well as the teachers and other non-local staff). He lives there, sleeps there, 
eats there and bathes and in the river nearby. We touched upon this question and it 
appears he is strongly self-motivated and the satisfaction he gains from seeing the 
children’s progress is enough motivation in itself.  
 
Alex does seem to have a very good rapport with the village sarpanch. The sarpanch 
was there to welcome us when we arrived and joined us for a good part of our visit. 
 
Based on our site visit, we had some recommendations, both for the project as well as 
for future visits: 

 
1. We should at least have one volunteer that can speak Tamil be part of site visit. 
2. We did not carry a framework or checklist of things to verify during the visit. Our 

recommendation would be to take something that will help evaluate the site visit. 
In particular something pertaining to the last round of funding and expectations 
from that would be good to check. 

3. Study material at the school seems to be disorganized. It would be nice to spend 
some funds to have nice pictorial charts that will help students learn with ease. 
The particular charts there, were factually incorrect in that they were missing 
some letters/columns. While this might be trivial in the grand scheme of things, it 
would be good nevertheless to have corrected charts. Also the only charts were 



in English. It was surprising not to see any Tamil charts given most of the 
instruction seems be in Tamil. 

4. We didn’t get a feel for the teaching methodology or the study material taught 
during a school year. We hope that the chapter/steward do have a good feel for 
this. 

5. While the real challenge in this school may be to just get children to come to 
school who otherwise have no schooling at all, and would just work in the fields, 
we feel it would still be good to measure the impact in whatever simple way 
possible (we don’t know if there are some measures already) 

6. Once feasibility is determined, it would be really nice for the school to have a 
name and a board identifying the school – we think this will give the children a 
sense of belonging and might encourage them to attend more. 

7. We feel we need to understand the state of funds allocated for toilet facilities. We 
should have a definite timeline for getting the construction wrapped and usable 
for students and teachers. 

8. Asha steward for TRUWDES should discuss with Alex about teacher wages and 
see what needs to be done. 

9. Water filter should be either fixed or a decision needs to be taken on the water 
filter’s fate. 

10. Most of the students really enjoyed using the smart phones. We would like the 
idea of donating used smart phones or touch screen devices that would allow 
them to take pictures or interact to learn more. However given the state of 
computer desktop, maybe this is not a useful idea.  

 
 
Site visit photos: 
2015-16: 
https://goo.gl/photos/Pna12bGovTWLcWZv7 
 
Project page: 
http://archive.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=879 
 
Project Video (from 2013-14 site visit) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D3yq59dD0Vw 
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