
Anjalammal Special School Site Visit November 25, 2021

We (Venkat and Bhuvana), the volunteers of Chennai Chapter, visited the
Anjalammal Special School for mentally challenged children in Bharatnagar,
Pudupattinam. Kalpakkam. The school is located in a residential layout which is
proximal to the East Coast Road connecting Chennai and Puducherry.
Anjalammal was supported by the Asha Dallas chapter until 2019. According to
the director, Mr. Desingu, Anjalammal did not apply for any funding support
since the start of the COVID pandemic as the school was closed and was
reopened on the 15th of November, ten days before our visit.

We travelled from Chennai and reached Anjalammal school at around 11.30 am.
We were received by Mr. Desingu, the founder-director, Mrs.Vijayalakshmi, the
principal, and Mr. Jayapalan, the administrator. Desingu, the founder-director of
the school, was our main contact. Mr. Desingu apprised us of the daily
organization of activities in the school. The Anjalammal Special School is a
project of the Society for Education and Action (SEA) which is registered under
the Tamilnadu Societies Act. We also met two other teachers, besides the
principal, a caretaker and a cook. The two teachers have a diploma in special
education offered by the National Institute for the Empowerment of Persons with
Multiple Disabilities (NIEPMD). Their children are attending the school. We had
a very brief interaction with Ms.Gomathy, who holds a diploma in special
education.  The teachers are assisted by helpers.

The Anjalamal special school focuses on early intervention. The school prepares
children according to their physical health and interest to pursue their education
in mainstream schools or to acquire vocational skills. Following an assessment of
the child, they are organized into different groups based on the severity of their
disability (mild to severe) and are introduced to training in motor skills
development. We observed two groups of children who were undergoing
training in motor skills development and in addition, three children with severe
levels of disability. Information on the curriculum, everyday activities, teaching
aids (number sheets) and art work that won prizes in external competition adorn
the walls of both classrooms.

The school runs from a rented premise and has four rooms and three attached
toilets, in addition to the kitchen and another room used as a dark room. Of the
three rooms, two are used as classrooms and one, as the office room and for
physiotherapy. The compact organization of activities made it possible for us to
observe everyday working alongside the conservation with the director, the
principal and the manager. Around 44 children attend the school and it is run in
two shifts to comply with the Government of Tamilnadu’s norm of 1 teacher for
every 10 children and with access to occupational therapy and sanitation
facilities. They were predominantly affected by Autism, Multiple Sclerosis (MS),
and Cerebral Palsy & Mental Retardation (CPMR). The school has been
accredited by the International Standardization Organization (ISO). Further, as
the school is in an interior location, the school management rents two buses to
fetch children from different villages.



When asked about the motivation for starting the school, Mr.Desingu mentioned
that he was earlier working as a magistrate in child welfare court and held this
for seven years.  His earlier interest was mainly to prevent child labour which led
him to conduct a survey in the Tsunami hit villages along the ECR.  During the
course of this survey, they found several children with mental retardation  left
uncared and decided to set up the school.  His earlier experience in the child
welfare department had equipped him with an understanding and knowledge of
government procedures and funding opportunities.  However, many such
opportunities are available to institutions that have completed five years of
service. Mrs. Vijayalakshmi, the principal of the school, had earlier worked in a
special education school in Chennai.  Following the closure of the school in
Chennai, she joined Anjalammal.  The manager,  Mr. Jaipalan was earlier working
as a Human Resource Officer at Cognizant technology and stated that he was
motivated to join the school driven by his passion to provide service to society.
The other two special education teachers entered this field as either their
children or their close family members were affected. Children from both their
families are attending the school and one of the teachers mentioned that she
joined the school so that she can look after her sister and also support other
children in similar situations.  Many teachers and the helpers are from a similar
socio-economic background as the children and are highly motivated.

Desingu apprised us of the everyday routine in the school. In his view, provision
of nutritious food is an important component of the school’s programme. On
arrival, each child is provided with a nutritious drink, followed by a simple lunch
(carbohydrate +protein +vegetable (fibre)) and a protein snack in the evening.
The director viewed that providing food is important as the children in this
school are from socially and economically disadvantaged households from
surrounding villages. Their parents are predominantly in fishing or work as
agricultural labourers. Mr. Desingu stated that due to the poverty circumstances
in these families, often children with mental disabilities are undernourished and
parents find it difficult to care for them. Citing the case of the three children with
severe forms of disability, the director and the teachers pointed out that these
children did not move when they first arrived at the school. One child, aged 12
but with a physical growth equivalent to that of five or six years old, has
developed to the level of sitting up but had to be fed by the helpers. Following
the food, the principal along with the special education teachers engage the
children in games to improve their motor skills
according to their levels.  The school is also teaching students nursery rhymes.

The school adopts the curriculum and assessment pattern set out in Madras
Development Programming System (MDPS). The system was developed by Mr.
Jayaseelan in 1975. The principal noted that Anjalammal opted for this system as
it allows for observing and measuring incremental development in children. The
system uses a scale of 300 + measurable and observable indicators, which are
grouped into 18 functional domains. such as gross motor, fine motor, eating,
dressing, grooming, toileting, receptive and expressive language, social
interaction, reading, writing, numbers, time, money, domestic behavior,



community orientation, recreation and leisure time activities, vocational
activities. The Anjalammal school maintains a file for each student, in which they
record the progress made under each functional domain. The assessment is
conducted by an external special educator from Chennai.

Development of various skills listed in the MDPS require individualized attention.
The helpers' work, which often goes unappreciated and unnoticed, is to feed
children and also to train them in toilets. The government regulations stipulate
that toilets must be kept clean and that one toilet is maintained for every ten
students. Since many children do not have the sensation, the helpers along with
teachers take the children to toilets every hour to train them. It is difficult to
capture the hardships involved in this work but in our observation the teachers
and the helpers were doing their best despite the resource constraints. The
toilets that we saw were clean and the principal noted that it is a difficult part of
their work to maintain cleanliness. Desingu mentioned that in his previous work
as a child welfare magistrate, he has witnessed unlivable conditions in the
hostels for mentally retarded and was determined to ensure that cleanliness was
maintained in the school.

The school conducts an annual medical check up for the children which was
conducted by friends of the school this year. A physio-threapist and an
occupational therapist are attached to the school but we could not meet them on
the day of our visit. We were told that they are also involved in community work
and that they look after ten children per day.

Following an hour and a half interaction with various members of the school, we
were asked to distribute the lunch plates to children. Due to space constraints,
the children were fed in the kitchen and a narrow open space on the back of the
plot. We also had lunch with the principal and the food was simple yet
nutritious. Before and during lunch, we asked him about the ways in which they
sustained during the COVID pandemic. Mr. Desingu pointed out that they did not
seek any project funding because the school was closed and had to rely largely on
donations from individual philanthropists. With schools reopening, they need
support to provide salaries to teachers, purchase additional teaching aids.

Besides the school, the trust runs community based programmes in the coastal
villages stretching from Kovalam to Cuddalore. Whilst we were unable to meet
the community workers due to the weather condition, the director and the
principal stated that these workers’ work closely with the households in the
project area and identify children needing support. They conduct regular
surveys to identify children with mental retardation and enroll them in the
school. The community workers along with teachers worked closely with each
parent to support the children during the COVID pandemic. Besides, the
principal and the director mentioned that the trust provided food and other relief
measures to these families as many of them did not have any earning.

Under the Government of Tamilnadu rules, the school is monitored regularly by
the police department, the revenue department and the child welfare



department. In the course of our conversation we asked the principal and the
director about the constraints they face in running the school. One of the main
constraints is to raise funding for a small school of 45 children. The director
noted that while the CSR funding and large companies focus on large numbers,
securing sustained funding for special schools like Anjalammal is challenging.
Although they need two more teachers, they are financially constrained to hire
new teachers. They particularly need support for salaries, running the school
vans, medical support and purchasing school aid.

The school gets additional funds in small amounts when the local government
officials or police officers visit. They also get donations of groceries etc. from
other locals and parents who can afford to help out. The work that is being done
seems absolutely essential in this location. There don’t seem to be too many
other options for these children in the area.


