
 
Payir Site Visit, July 2017, Meera Sitharam 

 
My father provided his car for my transport to Payir with  Kumar from Srirangam, one of my 
father's employees who is well-known to Payir. As usual, we took a batch of vegetables for 
the Payir cook to prepare for the Payir staff, fruit and packets of biscuits for the school kids and 
spent the day there. 
 
I spent the day attending some of the classes, meeting the teachers and attending 
a  staff meeting. Senthil and Preeti were taking a break and they previously informed me.  
 
Classes 
 I attended several classes at several levels: reading, arithmetic, karate. As I said in my report last 
year, the Payir school kids  remain cheerful, relatively healthy looking, active and saucy, and a 
significant fraction of them are highly engaged during lessons and seem to genuinely enjoy the 
lessons. They are competitive, watch each other closely and try to do better.  
 
Girls and boys are equally confident -- the boys tend to show off more, but the girls are unfazed 
and call them out. This was wonderful to see.  The teachers are progressive in dealing with 
varying ability levels. There was one kid who was significantly better than the others at math (I 
engaged them with variety of ways of interpreting multiplication tables using word 
problems).  So due to his boredom he kept distracting the other kids by being goofy. While the 
teachers didn't quite know how to keep him occupied productively and out of trouble, they 
understood both where his disruptiveness came from and why the other kids' development was 
perhaps more important. 
 
The high school  coaching as well as govt. school intervention programs appear to be still going 
on, the local govt. school kids seem to be doing ok in the govt public exams, but overall, I heard 
less about it. 
 
High spirits among teachers 
 
The overall scheduling and rotation of the kids and their various periods during the day have 
made the teachers feel a lot more in control. They were in much higher spirits than last year. 
 
The fact that they are emphatically an "alternative school" i.e., "Maatru murai palli" has been 
internalized to a degree that they are able to project them confidently to the parents. (This could 
have been due to all of the training/exposure trips they have made to the alternative schools 
mentioned in the previous site visit report) 
 
I heard one of them repeat back to me what I had mentioned last time (to my gratification):  the 
goal was not just to have the student pass various exams and attain a stable economic 
situation,  but develop in the student the confidence, curiosity, concentration, and motivation to 



make progress towards maximizing individual and community potential   no matter what 
situation they find themselves in. 
But talk is just talk; actions speak much louder than words. And they are very happy that a teacher 
from a govt. high school in another block has sought out this school to send his students to. At a 
recent parent-teacher meeting, he apparently praised this school to all the other parents and 
told them they don't understand the treasure they have right under their noses. 
  
Tracking Alumni 
A good initiative has been started (due to my repeated questioning): keeping track of alumni both 
from the Payir school and from the  govt. school kids who did well in their state exams. It is still 
half-baked and needs work, but at least it has been started. 
 
 Theory of change at work 
Last year, while  talking to Senthil and Preeti, I transmitted Charity Navigator's mandate to AfE 
chapters, namely to come up with a theory of change. 
  
 They mentioned that one of the striking realizations was  that "participatory" was not an 
adjective to which Senthil had initially given any importance when he began social 
entrepreneurship. Neither was "cooperation with government." 
Yet today his enterprise would not only have the weight of democratic authority, but also not 
function at all without several locally recruited staff/beneficiaries participating fully and taking 
ownership, and without the District government officials offering support.   
 
But now I could tell from the staff meeting I attended with all of the different types of staff, and 
how they ran the meeting and discussed issues with one another, that they truly could run the 
place with only some help in interacting with the outside world (since they are not English 
speakers and do not fully understand outside expectations and customs). 
 
The teachers, healthworkers, nutrition/healthfood team, crafts team (thurigai), farm team, 
construction team were all there. The nutrition team was feeling the pinch of having to get new 
contracts now that their girls' nutrition program had come to an end. The farm team was down 
in the dumps due to the lack of water. 
 
All that said, they realize that community unity and working with a longterm view (like planting 
a tree) are crucial. That was heartwarming to see -- that spirit  has been completely erased 
outside rural areas. 
 
 Desilting water reservoirs in return for silt 
 
In an effort to speed up the desilting of the reservoirs (kannapadi, for example is a big one that 
catches water from the nearby hills), the collector has allowed local farmers to take the silt for 
their farms if they desilt. People are encouraged that this is at least a start. 
 
 



Concerns and Suggestions 
 
Teachers' concerns 
  
They need to be paid more. There is a clear calibration with govt. school pay. 
They also badly need at least rotating fluent English speaker who will spend time with them and 
the children. Maybe AfE can help arrange this type of rotating volunteer. There are websites for 
matching volunteers and I know that HUT (in Perambalur) has been able to have such volunteers 
rotate through. 
 
One teacher complained quite bitterly about being unfairly treated in terms of pay. However, I 
take that with a pinch of salt as I did not hear the management side of the story. 
 
It is important that teachers feel free to voice their  grievances whether job-related or co-worker-
related, without them fearing that their jobs are in jeopardy. 
 
Cashflow issues 
  
Nutrition program has come to an end. Alternatives have to be found.  Anousha is working via 
MIT's JPAL on one possible alternative, but that alone cannot be relied on. Expecting the villagers 
to do this entirely on their own is asking too much. They have not been exposed to the outside 
world. 
 
 
Water 
  
The day I was there, the motor for the waterpump had broken down and I really was quite 
miserable to see the farm workers so dejected about the lack of water. (I donated the motor 
rewinding cost  - done by Kumar mentioned above). Since the collector is interested in watershed 
development, is that something Payir can get into? A combination of Timbaktu style watershed 
development and  awareness-raising at the same time? 
 
 
Senthil/Preeti's plans and the need to train a liaison with the outside world 
 
While Senthil and Preeti have demonstrated that they are not essential for much of Payir's 
functioning, what the Payir people need is someone who will communicate and campaign for 
them outside.  A  liaison needs to be trained from the inside. In fact several such liaisons. A good 
place to start would be the accountant who keeps the books. That person has to be trained to 
present a budget to, say, AfE; to write a progress report; to solicit funds. 
 
At the moment the inability even of our chapter to communicate easily with Payir is a real drag. 
This cannot continue. 
 


