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Introduction 

Thisreviewset out to assessthe potentialandcapabilityof the Sanghawithregardto the

Children'sProgramme.Inotherwords,toviewtheCoolieSanghaasa clientandprovideadvice

on the likely strategies  to  ensure a strong and healthy Children's Programme in the future.

Objectives

The objectives for mcas1 were therefore to

1. Understandtheself-effortof theSanghawithregardto theChildren'sProgrammeandthe

capacity of the Sangha to enhance the programme.

2. AssesstheChildren'sProgrammetounderstandthepotentialforit tobesupportedunderthe

new SCNZ strategy/ VASS criteria.

Methodology

mcas used a two phased approach

Thefirstwasa generalreconnoitringof theprogrammetounderstandtheconceptof theCoolie

Sangha,its ideologyandtheChildren'sProgrammethatis administeredunderitsauspices.In

essencethisinvolveda three-stepprocessof Listen,Observeand Learn. Themcasteam2

spentfourdaysin Bagepalliandvisited4 villages(2 in Bagepalliand2 in GudibandaTaluk)to

studySanghaactivities,hadconversationswithfamilies,womenmembersof theMahilameeting,

Balakendrateachersandthe children.Qualitytimewasspentwithvariousmembersof the

Sangha to understand their viewpoints and interpretations in relation to the children's programme.

The second phase involved group discussions with staff and Sangha office bearers from the four

taluks (with the exception of Gudibanda). We also had detailed conversations with the core team

of Mamatha, Mario and Ram.  The above process  helped us understand the Sangha’s and

ADATS perspectives on the strengths and limitations of the Children's Programme and their

1 Murray Culshaw Advisory Services-mcas is a Bangalore based organisation that provides support in
the areas of communications and fundraising. It provides a variety of training and advisory services,
conducts research, produces communication material and brings out a small range of related
publications. 

Contact Address: mcas, Vijay Kiran Building, 2nd Floor 314/1 7th Cross, Domlur Layout, Bangalore
560071  Tel: 080-5352003/ 51150580  Email: mcas@fundraising-india.org

2 This study was conducted by team mcas: Priya Anand, Head of Research coordinated the study with
the assistance of Aysha Ahmed and Babu of Visthar, Bangalore under the overall guidance of Murray
Culshaw, Director mcas. The cover page of the report was designed by Ranjini Victor.
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opinions on strategies for the future.

Background documentation available from the ADATS website was used to understand the

ideology of the Sangha and its past and present activities.

Background on ADATS, the Coolie Sangha and the Children's Programme

ADATS is a secular Non Government Development Organisation (NGDO) working with 30,547

coolie families in the 5 northern taluks of Kolar district, Karnataka, in South India since the late

1970's.  ADATS has establish the Coolie Sangha (a people's organisation) at the village, cluster

and taluk levels to empower the Coolie community. 

TheCoolieSanghais a membershipbasedpeople'sorganisationcomprisingof smallandpoor

peasantfamilieswhothroughthesegroupshavesucceededin takingtakecontrolof theirown

livesbyovercomingpovertyandoppressionandbyestablishinga strongpoliticalidentity..The

Sanghaundertakesgrassrootsplanneddevelopmentactivitiesin the fieldsof adultliteracy,

children'seducation,communityand referralhealth,legal aid and aid distress,dry land

development,  agriculture, alternate credit, women's programmes, etc. 

The ADATSChildren'sProgrammewas initiallyan ActionAidsupportedchildsponsorship

programme,whichsupported3000childrenfrom1979to 1992.AfterActionAidwithdrew,the

programmehasbeensustainedprimarilythroughthe self-effortsof the Sangha.TheSangha

provides once a year educational scholarships to children in middle and high schools...

Children in fifth to seventh standard receive between Rs 300 to Rs 450

Children in eighth to tenth standards receive Rs 600

... and supplementary education in the form of Balakendras (evening schools) to 14,315 children

in 425 villages.  Save the Children New Zealand in 1997 was impressed with the efforts of the

Sangha to support children's education and decided to support Sangha activities in the 60

villages of the Gudibanda taluk. The support encompasses all the Coolie Sangha programmes

with a special emphasis on children. This support was extended to another 57 villages in

Southern Bagepalli taluk in the year 2000 thus bringing up SCNZ's total support to 3921 children

in 117 villages.

Support by SCNZ ensures a strong Children's Programme in the above mentioned areas. Instead
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of providing scholarships children are provided support in kind – notebooks,  geometry boxes,

uniforms and pays tuition fees where applicable.  The Balakendras in SCNZ supported areas as

compared to their counterparts in other taluks  are stocked with play items, educational charts

and even have a mini library of educational books. Regular training (two days a month) is

provided to Balakendra teachers to enhance their teaching and creativity skills. ADATS in

conjunction with educationalists (from local educational institutions) have developed a core

curriculum, which helps Balakendra teachers teach children basic concepts in maths and science

in a creative manner. In addition emphasis is placed on sports and extra curricular activities to

enhance children's individuality and provide them an opportunity to explore activities in the

outside world. 

The programme is supported by the ADATS staff who monitor enrollment, retention and dropout

levels. 

85% of children are enrolled in village schools.

Retention of children under the age of sixteen has been increased to 95%

Proportion of total dropouts readmitted to school exceeds 90%

Inadditiontheyalsoensurethata basichealthprogramme,whichinvolvesannualhealthcheck-

ups for children and follow up of treatment for children with serious health problems.

Theprogramme(bothinSCNZsupportedareasandothertaluks)ensuresthatgender,casteand

class parity is  maintained.

47% of children enrolled in school are girls,

with 61% of those enrolled belonging to Schedule Castes and Tribes.

Specialfocusis givento girlchildrentoensurethattheyareadmittedandretainedin schooltill

theXthstandard,thattheydonotdropoutfromschoolafterpubertyandthatearlymarriagesare

prevented.Thecastebreak-upin schoolswithpositivediscriminationin favourof scheduled

castes/ tribes reflect the caste break-up in Sangha membership.
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mcas Observations on the Sangha and the Children's Programme

Paulo Freire an educatorfrom Brazil developeda theoretical

frameworkof ‘voice’i.e.enablingmarginalisedindividualsandgroups

tospeaktheirowntruths,actouttheirownnarrativesandrepresent

their own realities. Underlying this framework was the belief that ....

' Everyhumanbeingis a subjectwhohasthepotentialto actupon

andtransformhisorherworld– andin doingso,canmovetowards

newpossibilitiesof a fullerandricherlifebothat theindividualand

collective level.' 3

Theapproachof PaulFreirewasoneof theoriginalinspirationsfor

ADATSto starttheCoolieSangha.TheSanghathroughits various

programmesandparticularlytheChildren'sProgrammehashelped

the cooliecommunityshapea new identityof individualityand

empowerment. 

It has helpedthe communityexamineitselfand its surroundings

critically,challengeconventionalnormsandpractices,shapetheir

circumstancesandensurea futureforthemselvesandparticularlyfor

their children.Most ruralcommunitiestend to underestimatethe

significanceoftheirkeyroleinsupportingchildren'sbroaderlearning,

languageand sense of themselves.Howeverthe Children’s

Programmeof the CoolieSanghafocusesmoreon cognitiveand

emotionaldevelopmentratherthanon conventionalskillssuchas

physicalskills and social responsibility.This sectionstatesour

observationson two fronts- with regardto the Sanghaand the

programme.

3 Through New Eyes; Humanscape August 2003 Pg  5-8
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“Without the 
Sangha, there is no 
hope for the future. 
We get crop loans, 
special funds for 
women and 
scholarships for our 
kids”
Subarayappa Coolie 
Sangha member

“The Sangha has 
change our lives 
and that of our 
children“
Subarayappa, Coolie 
Sangha Member

.

“ Rapid changes 
are taking place in 
the world outside 
and the children 
need to be prepared 
for that”
Staff member, ADATS



The  Coolie Sangha

Rapid Change and Recognition

TheCoolieSanghaswereformed(initiatedby ADATS)in the late

1970sto combatcasteclassoppression,miseryand deprivation

amongthecooliecommunity.TheSanghasoughtto emphasiseits

positionand seeka politicalidentityand solidaritythroughgroup

terminologyand empowerment.Simultaneouslythey also entered

into a developmentactivitiesby administeringgrassroot based

programmesthathelpedeconomicallyempowerthecommunity.The

communityclearlyseeks to better their children’slife through

educationandis keenthattheyareeconomicallyempowered.This

hastoacertainextentbeenaddressedbytheChildren’sProgramme,

throughits schoolingprogramme.Howeverthe Sanghais unclear

with regard to its long-termgoals regardingthe Children's

Programme.Sanghamembersareunsureabout‘whatcomesnext’

withregardto theirchildren.Thechangingnatureof theworldbrings

with it a far broaderrangeof concerns,primarily– howcan the

Sanghahelp childrenof todaybecomesuccessfulindividualsof

tomorrow.TheSanghaneedstohavea constantfingeronthepulse

of rapidlychangingpowerstructuresandsocialequationsto provide

not just a better but a realistic future for children.

Change in Profile

TheChildren'sProgrammehasbroughtabouta changein theprofile

ofthecommunity.WhilethecurrentgenerationSanghamembersare

semiliterateandprimarilyinvolvedin agrarianactivities,the future

generationof coolie childrenare educated(atleastupto Xth

standard),interestedin movingintononagrariancareersandhave

nohesitationaboutmigratingtocitiesinsearchofopportunities.This

thereforecreatesa widegapbetweenthecurrentmembersandthe

newgeneration,withthechildrenhavingtakena quantumleapinto

the future.Howeverthe lackof a post-schoolingprogrammecould

have adverseeffects in the childrensuch as frustrationand
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“We want our 
children to have a 
better life than us 
and education is the 
only way. There is 
no future in 
agriculture” 
Venkatramanamma, 
Coolie Sangha member

“ We are innocent 
and don’t know 
much about the 
outside world. But 
our children will be 
different. Studies 
will give them 
prapancha gnanam 
(worldly knowledge) 
and help them deal 
successfully withthe 
outside world ”  
Subbarayappa Coolie 
Sangha member

“ 



depressionor in the long run cause them to move into

fundamentalism or extremism.

A ‘Relevant’ Future

Foryears,theCoolieSanghasat thetaluk,clusterandvillagelevels

haveprovidedavenuesforthestrengtheningofthecooliecommunity

and democraticprocesses.Theystill continueto do so. But the

issuesandconcernssuchas abjectpovertyandcasteoppression

that encouragedthe emergenceof the Sanghaare no longer

relevantorhavebeendilutedtoa greatextentbythechangingsocio

economicclimate.Althoughthereis no doubtaboutthe Sangha's

abilitytoeducatethecooliechildren,it doesnotprovideopportunities

inskilltrainingorcareerplacementthatenablethesechildrentouse

theirschoolinginaneffectivemanner. Aschoolingprogrammethat

doesnottaketrainingandcareerplacementintoaccountcanonlybe

detrimental to the Children’s Programme in the long run. 

Availability of Funding

Thepresenceor lackofexternalfundingis notlikely tohavemuch

ofanimpactontheCoolieSanghaanditscapabilityto takeforward

theChildren'sProgramme.InGudibandataluktheprogrammeswere

initiatedin tandemwithSanghaformationandthereforetheinfusion

of fundsforprogrammeswereanabsolutenecessity.Theotherfour

taluks already have an establishedthough basic Children's

Programmemodeland the lack of fundsmay only causethe

Sanghasto takeforwardtheirprogrammeina morephasedfashion.

TheSanghafundwhichhasbeenbuiltthrougha steadyinfluxof

Sangha taxes and other paymentsshould ensure that the

programmecouldbe furtherenhancedevenwithoutexternalfunds.

Howevera strongerfocusoncomponentsof theprogrammesuchas

skill trainingandcareerguidancewouldrequirethe availabilityof

separatecapital,especiallyin the initialphasesof identifyingand

placing children in various skill training opportunities.
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“Old solutions do not 
make sense in the 
current context” 
Ram Esteves, ADATS

“How can we decide 
about what our children 
should do after Xth 
standard. They tell us 
about the courses they 
want to and we 
approach the Sangha 
for help” 
Venkataramanappa Coolie 
Sangha member

“The Sangha needs to 
think about the 
changing needs of 
children” 
Mamatha, Extension Worker, 
ADATS

 



Relationship with ADATS

Thereis no doubtthat the Sanghais dependenton ADATSto

spearheadstrategiesand provide intellectualinputs such as

developmentofcorecurriculumandprovisionofeducationalmaterial

for the Balakendras.Indeedin Gudibanda,the successof the

programmecouldbe attributedto the highlevelof interventionby

ADATS.ADATSand the Sanghaworkin tandemto ensurethe

smoothrunningof theprogramme.ForexampleADATSintroduced

thepolicythatall Balakendrateachersmustbewomen.Initiallythis

didcreatesomeresentmentamongmalemembers,butit hasplayed

a large role in enhancingthe qualityof all programmes.The

Balakendrateacherparticipatesin theMahilameetingsandserves

as a linkbetweentheSanghamembersandstaffandis helpingto

build female leadership in the villages.

The Programme

Basic but Powerful

It is highlycommendablethatthe children’sprogrammehasbeen

sustained(aftertheActionAidwithdrawal)primarilythroughtheself-

effortsof theCoolieSangha.Thoughtheeffortis a basiconeit has

been the forerunnerfor the enhancedmodel programmein

Gudibandaandhassucceededin providingeducationto thousands

of cooliechildrenin the 5 taluks. The children'sprogrammein

essenceseemsto have germinatedfrom the convictionamong

cooliesthattheywanta betterfuturefor theirchildren.Educationis

seenas an opportunityto securea stablelivelihoodandeconomic

security.It is viewed by the community as the single most important

means of achieving their goals for their children. Avalueaddtothisis

that it is viewedas makingchildrenmoreindependentand self

reliant,providethemwith“worldlyknowledge”(prapanchagnanam)

and “puts them on par with other educated people.” 
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“ADATS foresees 
changes and is the 
guiding force that 
aids the Sangha in 
the decisions to move 
on to the next step”
Sudamarao, Staff Member

“ We depend on 
ADATS to provide our 
children with training 
and help find jobs for 
them”
Anjanamma, single 
mother, Coolie Sangha 
member

“ We are very proud 
of our children. 
Education helps our 
children become 
intelligent, learn to 
communicate 
confidently with 
others and respect 
elders”
Aadilakshmi, Coolie 
Sangha member



The Children's Programme provides for a system that retains the

child in school till Xth standard and provides adequate support

systems to ensure continuity in schooling, deter dropouts and

encourage performance. Notable among these are the self financed

scholarship schemes and the Balakendras that act as facilitators to

comprehensive schooling. 

Balakendras facilitate enhanced learning

The Balakendrasprovide vital and importantsupport to the

conventionalgovernmentsystemofschooling.Eveningclassesatthe

Balakendraservedualpurposes– on the onehandtheyprovide

securityand protection,while on the other hand they improve

cognitiveskillsandencouragecreativity.TheBalakendrateacheris

thefocalpointofallactivityin theBalakendra.It is interestingtonote

that the Sangha(influencedby ADATS)has decidedthat all

Balakendrateachersmustbewomenwitha highschoolqualification.

Thechildrenareabletobetteridentifywitha womeneducatorwhois

actuallyadvancingher own learningskills while teachingher

students.Sheattendscomputercampswithhighschoolstudentsand

is coachedin computerbasicsalongwithherstudents.Heryouth

and enthusiasmare seenas factorsin motivatingchildren.The

Balakendrateacheralso participatesin the Mahilameetingsand

oftensetstheagendaformeetings,decisions,issuesnotjustforthe

Children’s Programme, but for other programmes as well. 

Education by itself is not enough

TheCoolieSanghathroughitsprogrammehasdemonstrateda clear

comprehensiveapproachto childcareanddevelopmentthroughits

educationprogramme.Providingschoolingatdifferentlevelswithan

addedconcernfor healthand nutritionaldevelopmentit offersa

comprehensivepackageof cognitive,psychosocialand emotional

developmentforchildren.TheenhancedEducationprogrammeinthe

SCNZareashasclearlydemonstratedthateducationhasa direct
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“We get trained once a 
month for two days. 
They teach us from 
this guide. In the 
evening we learn new 
games and songs 
which we can teach 
the children”
Suma, Balakendra teacher 

“We are prepared to 
send our children 
anywhere, even to 
Bangalore, if they can 
get a good job”
Arunamma, Coolie Sangha 
member

“One of the students 
approached me and 
asked me if I should 
take science or arts. 
She had got good 
marks in science, but 
wanted to opt for arts. I 
told her that science 
would be a better 
option.”
Satyanarayana Reddy, 
Case Worker



bearing on bettering children's lives. 

The pass rate for the seventh standard board exam in

Gudibanda taluk in 2002 was 100% as opposed to the taluk

average of 85%

ButtheChildren’sProgrammeseemsto existin isolation.A holistic

programmenecessitatesthe need for a schoolingsystem

(conventionalor otherwise)supportedby a programmethat help

childrenfinda productiverolein theworld(whetherwithintheirhome

environmentor on the outside).Thoughschoolingand other

supplementaryactivitiesof the programmeequipcooliechildren

academicallyand providesan opportunityto developindividuality,

selfassertivenessandcreativityin children,it terminatesabruptlyat

theXth standardlevel,creatinga hugegroupofchildrenarmedwith

high school diplomas and nowhere to go. 

Three to five hundred students graduate from 10th and 12th

standards from the five taluks every year

Counsellingis nilandchildrenareconfusedaboutthechoicestobe

maderegardinghighereducation,coursesofferedinskilltrainingand

careerchoice.TheSanghaprovidessomefinancialsupporttosome

childrento aid themin higherstudies(Pre-Universitycourses)but

theseseemmoreof a stop-gapmeasureratherthanas a planned

programmeactivity.Identifiedskilltrainingactivitiesarefarandfew

andarenotavailableacrossalltaluks.Furthermoreaproperexercise

to identifythevariouscareerandskilloptionsavailablein thearea

has not beenconducted.Thereforeany benefitsreceivedby the

cooliechildrenduetocomprehensiveschoolingisdilutedbythelack

of post school programmes. 
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“ We do not know 
which are are the 
skill training centers 
in the radius of 70-
100 kms. We need to 
identify them”
Staff Member, ADATS

“I  want to  become a 
KAS ( Karnataka 
Administative 
Services) officer”  
Child (12 years), 
Gudibanda taluk

“ Most children want 
to take up Governent 
jobs, because they 
perceive them as 
safe and secure with 
a good income”. 
They don't know 
much about jpobs 
available on the 
outside”
Staff Member, ADATS



Programme fit between SCNZ strategies and the Children's

Programme

The SCNZ strategyis built on four principles- generating

demonstrablebenefitsfor children;makinglifetimeinvestments;

workingin participatorypartnershipsandachievinggenderequality.

Theprinciplegoalof thechildren'sprogrammeis to ensurethat'All

cooliechildrengainten yearsof schooleducation'.Thishasbeen

achieved successfully by the Coolie Sangha and ADATS. 

In Gudibanda, the pass rate for VIIth Standard is 98% as

compared to the four taluk average of  79% . The pass rate for

Xth Standard is 64% as compared to the 

four taluk average of 50%

Enrollmentanddropoutlevelshavebeenmonitoredon a constant

basis.

Dropout  rate at Gudibanda is 1% compared to the four taluk

average rate of 24%

Maintenanceof genderandcasteparityhasresultedin enhancing

the status of the girl child and in opening up of opportunities that were

previously denied to her. 

48% of those enrolled in Gudibanda are girls compared to an

average 47% in the four taluk.

In additionto providingschoolingand deliveryof basic health

services,it has providedan opportunityfor the cooliecommunity

(particularlyits children)to combatand overcomesubjugation,

oppressionfromthe uppercastesand mostimportant– age old

stereotypesthatperpetuatesubservience,lowselfesteemanda lack

of self-worth.The programmeas a subcomponentof a larger

umbrellaof programmesemphasisesthat children'swell beingis
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“Most people would 
give an arm and a 
leg to achieve what 
ADATS and the 
Sangha  have 
achieved in the last 
two decades. Now 
its a question of 
deciding where to 
go from here“
Murray Culshaw, 
Director, Murray 
Culshaw Advisory 
Services

“Massive 
investments have to 
be made to 
enhance academics 
and to enhance 
thinking, creativity 
and future choices 
of these children“
Rem Esteves, ADATS



linkedto thelargerenvironmentof familiesand thecommunity,the

networkof interpersonalrelationshipsandtheeconomic,socialand

politicalfactorsthatshapeeverydaylifeandchildren'sexperiences

and the beliefs and practiceswithin families. Howeverthe

programmeneedsto gobeyondbasiceducationandincludea post

schoolprogrammethat helps'providea securefuturefor coolie

children'.

Oneof thekeystosuccessfuldevelopmentis theopportunitytowork

in participatorypartnerships.ADATS and the Sangha have

succeededin creatingan effectivepartnershipthat operatesa

successfulChildren'sProgramme.Howeverchildrenandyouth,who

arecentraltothewholeprocess,arenotencouragedtoplayarolein

decision making processes. 
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“Most people would 
give an arm and a 
leg to achieve what 
ADATS and the 
Sangha  have 
achieved in the last 
two decades. Now 
its a question of 
deciding where to 
go from here“
Murray Culshaw, 
Director, Murray 
Culshaw Advisory 
Services

“Massive 
investments have to 
be made to 
enhance academics 
and to enhance 
thinking, creativity 
and future choices 
of these children“
Rem Esteves, ADATS



Implications for Child Rights

The humanrights of childrenand the standardsto which all

governmentsmustaspirein realisingtheserightsforallchildren,are

mostconciselyandfullyarticulatedin oneinternationalhumanrights

treaty:theConventionontheRightsof theChild.Builtonvariedlegal

systemsandculturaltraditions,theConventionontheRightsof the

Childis a universallyagreedset of non-negotiablestandardsand

obligations.It spells out the basic humanrights that children

everywhere,withoutdiscrimination,have:the rightto survival;to

developto the fullest;to protectionfromharmfulinfluences,abuse

andexploitation;andto participatefullyin family,culturalandsocial

life. TheConventionprotectschildren'srightsbysettingstandardsin

healthcare,educationand legal,civil and socialservices.These

standards are benchmarks against which progress can be assessed.4

During the course of our study, the primary underlying question  was 

WhetherthegoalsoftheprogrammeforthemostpartreflecttheUN

charterof childrightswhichrecognisesthe rightof all childrento

survivalandhealthandprotectionandparticipationandto the full

development of their potential?

Ourassessmentis guidedbya childrightsframeworkbasedonthe

UNConventionof ChildRights,whichplaceschildrenat thecentre,

butrecognisesthattheirwellbeingis influencedby factorsat many

levels– not onlyby familyfriendsandschool.Butalsothe larger

forcesofculture,politicsandeconomythatinfluenceanddefinelocal

experience.It alsotakesintoaccountthecorestrategythemesof

SCNZ– promotingchildrights,supportingbasiceducation,investing

in better health  and the criteria specified under VASS.

4 Conventions on the Right of the Child; www.unicef.org/crc/crc.htm

13

“We can veto 
decisions made in the 
Sangha, but the 
Sangha cannot veto 
decisions taken in the 
Mahila meetings. Our 
decisions are final.”
Eashwaramma, Coolie 
Sangha Member

“The Sangha teaches 
us that we can 
achieve anything we 
want. It gives us a 
feeling of pride.” 
Radhamma, VII th 
Standard student

“We don’t treat boys 
and girls any 
differently – we want 
our daughter to be 
educated and get a 
job.”
Venkataramanappa, 
Coolie Sangha member



Promoting Child Rights 

A rightsbasedapproachto educationis concernednot onlywith

getting more children to school,butalsowithprovidingthemwiththe

kindof experiencethat will fostertheiroveralldevelopment.The

Children’sprogrammein additionto providingcomprehensive

schoolingandopportunitiesforlearningalsolooksatabroaderrange

ofconcerns– aimstoinfluencethecontextsinwhichthechildrenare

growingupandis supportiveof children’soveralldevelopment.The

children’sprogrammein additionto providingthe basicneedsfor

food,healthcareand protectionalsoensureschildrenthe rightto

interaction,security,stimulationandopportunitiesfor learning.The

children'sprogrammeattainscentralityin Sanghaactivitieswith

atleast60-70%ofthebudgetbeingallocatedtowardsit.TheSangha

particularly focuses on the issue of gender, caste and class parity. 

Gender and Caste-Parity

Inmanycommunities,thereisa disparitybetweenthewayboysand

girlsaretreatedandthereis a tendencyto placea greaterreliance

onsonsoverthelongterm.Thisresultsin a verydifferentqualityof

investmentintermsoftheopportunitiesavailabletothem.TheCoolie

Sangha has sought to eradicate this in various ways. 

In general 47% of those enrolled in schools are girls  - 50% of

those enrolled in primary school, 48% in middle school, 43% in

high school. The numbers drop after Xth standard to

36% in Pre-Universitty and Degree courses

Specialcareis takento ensurethat girl childrenare retainedin

schoolevenaftertheyattainpubertyandthatgirlsdonotgetmarried

before they attain the age of eighteen.

Dropout rate in Gudibanda is nil with zero cases of marriage 

of girls below the age of eighteen
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“I want to be a 
Balakendra teacher.”
Student in Bagepalli 
Taluk

“My husband  and 
in-laws should also 
do their share of 
work. I refuse to take 
on all the 
responsibility.”
Lines narrated by a child 
actor in a Balakendra 
play based on the theme 
of women empowerment.

“ Kai Bidi” Please 
drop your hand 
down.
Balakendra teacher 
discouraging children 
from folding their hands 
(a subservient gesture) 
when talking to her 



Attendanceanddropoutsaremonitoredby thewomenmembersof

the Sanghawho throughtheirMahilameetingshavethe vested

power to make decisions regarding the children's programme. 

Further gender empowermenthas been sought through the

appointmentof womenas Balakendrateachers.Theseteachers

serveas rolemodelsfor schoolchildrenandthereforeareableto

bringin a feminineperspectiveandthereforeplaya valuablerolein

making future generations more gender sensitive. 

The Sangha has also sought to eradicate caste differences.

61% of the children enrolled in school are from a scheduled

caste/ scheduled tribe background – 62% in high school, 64% in

middle school, 57% in high school, 47% in Pre-University and

29% in Degree courses

Theabovestatisticsis reflectedin the membershipof theSangha

whichis unitedin termsof povertyandnot in termsof casteand

class. Schoolsare the onlymediumwherechildrenfromdifferent

communitiescometogetherandaretreatedonparwiththeirpeers.

TheSanghahasusedtheconceptof casteparityto helpchildren

breakfreefromtraditionalpracticesprevalentin thevillageandadopt

practices that promote the concept of a child as a individual.

Supporting Basic Education

Thecorepremiseof theChildren'sProgrammeis thatschoolingof

childrenof under-privilegedcommunitiesallowsthemto breakfree

from both economicas well as casteand poverty. In addition

educationhelpsthemto breakfreefromcyclicalattitudessuchas

subservienceandlackof dignitythatis commonto poorscheduled

castefamilies.Childrenneedhighquality,relevantopportunitiesfor

learningin secureandinclusiveenvironments.CoolieSanghahas
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“Coolie children now 
challenge established 
practices. They are 
knowledgeable and 
liberal.  A boy is no 
more viewed as a 
boy and a girl as a 
girl. The Sangha has 
helped change child 
rearing practices.” 
Ram Exteves , 
ADATS
-

“Education has made 
my son more 
responsible. We 
often ask him for 
advice when we 
make important 
decisions.”
Amaravathi, CSU 
member



takenit uponitselfto provideeducationalscholarshipsto all coolie

childrenand also providesupplementaryeducationthroughthe

mediumof Balakendras.TheseBalakendrasteachbasicconcepts

throughcreativewaysandprovideeducationalmaterialthatallow

themto exploreworldsdifferentfromtheirown.It alsotakescareto

ensurethatschooldropoutsareprovidednonformaleducationto

allowthemto 'catchup' and be integratedinto the conventional

school system. 

Investing in Better health

TheSangha(withthehelpofADATS)hasa basichealthprogramme

inplace,whichprovidesannualhealthcaretochildrenandfollowsup

oncaseswithseriousailmentsandensuresthatpropermedicalcare

is given.In additionSanghamembers(whoarepartof theschool

bettermentcommittee)ensurethatthechildrenbenefitfromthemid

day meal schemeintroducedby the Government.Otherhealth

programmestarget the familyand communityas a wholeand

therefore have an indirect bearing on the child.

An Umbrella Approach

TheChildRightsConventionemphasisesthatthe family,in all its

manyforms,is thenaturalenvironmentforthegrowthandwellbeing

of the childrenand it recognisesthe rightsandresponsibilitiesof

familiesin the upbringing,developmentand guidanceof their

children ( preamble, Article 5, 18 of CRC). 

TheCoolieSanghahasrealisedthatthewelfareofthefamilyandthe

communityas a whole,playsa criticalpartin the achievementof

child rights.ADATSand the CoolieSanghahave for decades

advocatedtheconceptof a communitysponsorshipprogrammeas

opposedto the child sponsorshipprogramme. The community

sponsorshipprogrammewhile cateringto the needs of the

communityasa whole,understandsthatthedevelopmentofthechild

is thepivotto thewholeprocessandthereforeemphasisesa child
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“We ensure that 
children do not miss 
school because of 
poor nutrition and ill 
health”
Ayaz, Case Worker

 “We focus on the 
community as a 
whole rather than just 
on the child”
Staff Member, 
ADATS

“I am a single women 
and the Sangha has 
given me Rs 12,000 
to buy sheep from the 
Women's Fund. 
Eashwaramaa, Single 
Mother, Coolie 
Sangha Member
-



focus.ThepositiveidentityprovidedbytheSanghaandthetangibles

providesbymicrocreditandcroploanprogrammeshavehelpedthe

communityto betterrealisetheirrolesin shapingthe futureof their

children.Thisis turnhasto leadto better'childsocialisation'which

referstothechangeinchildrearingpracticesof thecommunity.The

Children'sProgrammethereforebuildson thesepracticesto create

alternative opportunities for children.

Participation and Progress

The Conventionassertschildren'sright to expresstheiropinions

freelyandto havetheiropinionstakenintoaccountin anymatters

that affect them. (Article 12, 13, CRC).  

Participationhasbecomea very'fashionable'wordin development

andcanbe usedin many contexts.Participationdoesnotalways

havetobelimitedtoactiveinvolvementandcontrol.-it canalsobea

matterof whatchildrenareincludedin andexposedto.Thechance

to watchandlearnfromadultsratherthanbeingexcludedon the

basis of age from the activitiesand concernsof family and

community,is an importantcomponentof the rightto participate.

Cooliechildrenare alwayspresentin coolieSanghameetings

(youngerchildrengenerallyaccompanytheir mothersto mahila

meetings).Wealsonoticedthattheywerepresentduringseveralof

ourmeetingswithmembersandfamiliesof thecommunityandwere

alsopartofa groupthatattendedclusterandvillagelevelmeetings.

Evenif theydidnothaveanythingtocontribute,theywereona daily

basisexposedtoSangha'terminology'andideology.Howeveronthe

otherhandthe rightof childrento participationis partialin some

respects.Whilechildrenare encouragedto expresstheiropinions

freelyin theBalakendrasandgiveventto theircreativity,therehas

beenno attemptmadeby eitherADATSor theSanghato include

childrenindecisionmaking.Whiletherehasbeena decreasein the

averageageoftheSangha(acrossthefourtaluks),thereisnotmuch

evidenceabouttheroleofschooledyouth(newmembers)indecision
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“ We are what we 
are because of the 
Sangha” 
Student (15 years) at the 
computer camp

“In some belts the 
age of the Coolie 
Sangha has 
decreased. People 
who come for the 
meetings have 
become younger”  
Ram Esteves, ADATS



making.ThereforetheabilityoftheSanghatounderstandthecurrent

economic and social scenario is decreased. 

The Children'sProgrammeon the wholeappearto be both an

expressionofanda promisefortheadvancementofdemocracyand

children's rights.   However it needs to enhance its efforts in the areas

of childparticipation.Weobservedverylittleof childinvolvementin

decisionmakingand managementof the programme,an areaof

increasing emphasis in progressive programmes today.
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mcas Recommendations

Givenbeloware our recommendationson howthe self-effortof the CoolieSanghacan be

optimisedand sustainedto enhancethe existentChildren’sProgrammeand providenew

directions to increase its relevancy.

The recommendations have been grouped under three major areas of focus.

1. Enhancing the schooling and education programme

a) Conduct more workshops on Life Skills training and value based education  

Thecorecurriculumneedstobeenhancedto encompasslifeskillstrainingandvaluebased

education.Theseencouragechildrentoviewtheworldwithmultipleperspectivesandengage

in criticalquestioningandreform.Thisis alreadybeingdoneto someextent.Forexample,

childrenwhoattendcomputerclassesaretaughttablemannersandhavetheopportunityto

interactwith the oppositesex. Workshopson personalitydevelopment,conversational

English, creative thinking etc., could be held as part of summer camps for children.

b) Provide enhanced training to the Balakendra teachers 

TheBalakendrateacheris perhapsthe mostimportantindividualin the entireChildren’s

Programme. She acts as a change agent and is the link between the Sangha and her children.

Continuedemphasisandinvestmentonhereducationandtrainingis necessary.Shecould

be usedas a conduitto introducevaluableconceptssuchas life skills,valuebased

educationalthemes.She couldgraduallybe trainedto take on the role of an informal

counselloras sheis in constantcontactwithchildrenin theprogrammeandis in thebest

positiontoofferthemadviceonthevariousoptionsavailable.Asmentionedaboveshealong

withotherindividuals(whohavebeenthroughthe programme)andhavereturnedto the

villagecantakeontherolesof rolemodels/mentorsforthenewgeneration.Inadditionasa

valuablememberof theMahilameetings,sheis influentialin shapingtheagenda,decisions,

action and priorities in the coolie Sangha at the village level. 

c) Introduce more 'English'

Therewasan opinionamongSanghamembersandsomeof the staffthatknowledgeof

Englishwasconsideredasanessentialskillinbeingableto 'dealmoreeffectively'and'exist'

in theoutsideworld.It wasalsofeltthatEnglish'helpedchildrengeta footholdincompetitive

society'.Severalof theBalakendrateachersandthechildrenwereableto readEnglishand
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understanda few basicphrases,but werenot able to conversein English.The core

curriculumcouldincludecoursesonconversationalEnglishto allowchildrena rudimentary

knowledgeof the languageand relatedaspectsof self-confidence,employmentand

personalitydevelopment.i.etoenablechildrentoconverseina limitedfashioninEnglishand

interactandconversewithurbanyouthandadults(whohavehighlevelsof self-confidence);

and with members of the opposite sex.

d) Build relationships with organisations that can provide specialised inputs in education

and schooling

Theprogrammein its currentformtendsto isolateschoolingfromothercomponentsof

educationsuchas skill trainingandcareerguidance.It is importantthatADATSandthe

Sanghabuildrelationshipswithotherinstitutionsor NGOsworkingin thefieldof education

andskill training.Individualsor groups withparticularkindof expertiseare essentialto

strengthentheseaspectsof theprogramme.GroupssuchasADD(ActiononDisabilityand

DevelopmentIndia)andWorthTrustcouldbe approachedto helpwithdisabledchildren;

NGO'ssuchasSuvidya5, Kathalaya6 andSutradhar7 basedinBangalorecouldprovideinputs

onevolvingideasineducation,enhancecreativityandlearningskillsandhelpwithinnovative

learning media for children.

e) Address children with special needs i.e physically and mentally challenged children.

Whiletheprogrammeadequatelyaddressesthemainstreamneedsof children,noattempts

havebeenmadesofartoaddresstheneedsofchildrenwithspecialneedssuchasphysically

andmentallychallengedchildren.Thoughthesechildrenarein theminority,evenunintended

neglectcanleadto sustainedpatternsof exclusion.It is essentialthatattemptsbemadeto

integratethesechildrenin the regularschoolsystemandidentifyorganisationsthatcould

cater to their special needs.

5 Suvidya creates models or teaching aids to illustrate mathematical concepts, and promotes and utilises
innovative ideas in education.

6 Kathalaya educates through innovative storytelling and has specific educational programmes to inspire
creativity in children.

7 Sutradhar produces and distributes learning media such as toys, science kits and books to schools.
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f)  Increase focus on Child Rights

It is importantto developa processbywhichtheprogrammeplaysa pivotalrolein ensuring

children’srights and encouragesapproachesto child rights and child development

programmingwhichworksat differentlevels.Thoughthe programmein essencetackles

issuessuchaschildlabourandsecurity,neverthelessmoreneedsto bedonein areassuch

childparticipationi.e.encouragechildrento playa rolewithregardto decisionmaking.It is

alsoimportantthatSanghafocusmoreongendersensitisationandeducatethecommunity

aboutissuessuchas childlabourandabuse. It is alsoessentialthatthecorecurriculum

integrategender-basedissuesto createincreasedawarenessamongBalakendrateachers

andtheirchildren. In particularthereneedsto be a betterrecognitionandmoreflexible

responsetothecapacityof theSanghatoaddressthechangingneedsofchildren.Education

andcapacitybuildingin theareaofchildrightsisparticularlyimportantandtheCoolieSangha

needsinputsfromorganisationsliketheTheConcernedforWorkingChildren,8 thatfocuson

child rights. 

2. Introducing a Post Schooling Programme

a) Introduce a  basic post school programme that provides counselling, skill training and

career guidance.

An enhancedschoolingprogrammesupportedby a strongpost schoolingprogramme

(Counselling,skilltrainingandcareerplacement)is essentialfor realisingthedevelopment

goal(All cooliechildrenget a securefutureof theirchoice)of the Children’sProgramme.

Schoolingformsthecoreor thebaseof theChildren’Programmewiththevalueaddbeing

providedin the form of skill training,counsellingand careerguidance.Eitherof these

components in isolation will defeat the development goal of the Sangha. 

b) Identify technical coordinators who can help build a programme

Giventheurgentneedtoestablisha postschoolingprogrammethatfocusesonskilltraining

andcareercounselling,it is essentialthatthiseffortnotbearbitaryor isolatedandrestricted

onlytoa fewareasandchildren.It is essentialthatanentireprogrammebebuiltaroundthis

effort,withinputsfromstafforex-studentswhoareableto identifykeytrainingcentresand

career opportunities in the surrounding regions (50 – 100 kms radius).  

8 CWC, Banghalore works to erradicate child labour and has helped establish Bhima Sangha, a working
children's forum to enable children to identify and share their problems.
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c) Identify mentors from ex-students of the programme

Individualswhowereproductsof theChildren’sProgrammein thepast,serveasrolemodels

andmentorsfortheemerginggeneration.AccordingtoADATSseveralofthosewhomigrated

in searchof jobshavereturnedwithnewskillsandcapabilities.In addition,theyholdwider

knowledgeof theworld,learntorespectdifferentviewpointsandhelpdiffusenewknowledge

and new learnings.Alongwith the Balakendrateachers,theyare a potentialsourceof

knowledgeandactasguidesto theoutsideworld.Theyreturnwithdifferentperceptionsand

conceptualskillsandserveasa vastrepositoryofknowledgeonopportunitiesavailablein the

outsideworld.In ourconversationswithstaffandSanghamembersweweregivenatleast

twoexamplesof individualswhohadbeenthroughtheprogrammeandcomebackto their

villages.Onehadsetupa photocopyingbusinessandtheotherwasa tailor.Theywereable

to provide limited training and employment to few of the youth.

d) Introduce the concept of youth clubs for children, which provide them a forum to voice

their opinions and engage in participatory decision making. 

It is beingrecognisedincreasinglythat thereare manyadvantagesto childrenhavinga

greatervoicein theirowndevelopmentandin thedevelopmentof theircommunities.It is

essentialthattheSanghaandADATSencouragetheformationofyouthclubsas partof the

afterschoolprogramme.Theseclubscouldact as fora for schooledyouthto engagein

discussionsand activitiesand participatein decisionmakingthat impactstheir lives .

generations.Theseclubs canalsohavelinkageswithBalakendrawithyouth(alongwiththe

Balakendrateacher)helpingto shapethe agendaand servingas mentorsfor younger

children.

3. Enhancing the  effectiveness and relevancy of the Sangha

a) Make the programme more relevant to changing needs

Globalisationhas meantvast changesin the worldat largeand thereforea perceptive

differencein theenvironmentintowhichschooledyouthemerge.TheCoolieSanghaviews

educationas a primarygoalfor theirchildrenanda meansto a betterlife.ButtheSangha

needsto assesstherelevanceof theprogrammein thelightof the'rapidchanges'thatare

takingplacein theoutsideworld. Livelihoodsandjobopportunitiesarechangingandit is

essentialthat the Sangharealisethat still furtherchangeis likelyfor theirchildren. A

replicationof the Gudibandaprogramme,while increasingthe qualityof the schooling
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programmeis unlikelyto createtheintendedimpact.It is essentialthatanenhancementof

the Children'sProgrammetakesinto considerationthe largeremergingpictureand add

componentssuchas life skills managementand valuebasededucation.Thiswill help

childrendeal moreeffectivelywith rapidlychangingfutureswith flexibility,curiosityand

innovation.TheSanghasneedto re-articulatetheirdevelopmentgoalsfromtimeto time.For

example the past required the Sangha to focus on political activism. Current times demand the

needfora shift withprimacybeinggivento establishingthesecurefutureof children.The

Sanghaneedsto reorientitselfanditsprogrammeto fit children'sneeds.TheSanghaneeds

to tryandfinda fit betweenchildren'sneeds,capabilitiesandtalentsandthevariouscareer

choicesavailablein thesurroundingareas(within50 – 100kmsradius).Moreimportantit

needsto exposechildrento a worldviewthat is realisticandresponsiveat varyinglevels

through counselling and career guidance.

b) Rejuvenate the Coolie Sangha through change in profile of members

In orderto reorientitselfandcasttheChildren'sProgrammein a newmould,it is essential

thatthereis a changein thedecisionmakingprocessesof theSangha.Thisis possibleonly

throughtheinfusionof newblood.While,thisat a superficiallevel,addressestheissueof

schooledyouthbeingretainedin the cooliesocietyandbecomingactivemembers,at a

deeperlevelit looksat theemergenceof a newcadre.It is essentiallythatthenewcadre

whilefullyimbibedin theideologyof theSangha,havetheabilityto usetheirschoolingand

knowledgeoftheoutsideworldtotapopportunitiesavailablebothlocallyandontheoutsideto

help sustain the Sangha  and provide secure futures for the next generation. 

c) Reversing the migration of individuals

It is important to encourage individuals who have migrated and gone outside the community to

be provided incentives to return back and set up economic enterprises. It would help if an

investment fund could be set up to provide aid to such individuals.
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Finding a fit between the Children's Programme and the SCNZ

strategy/ VASS Criteria 

In lightof thecurrentprogrammeactivitiesandthepotentialfortheprogrammetobesupported

underthenewSCNZstrategyandVASScriteria,it is of primaryimportancethatSCNZhelp

strengthentheexistingprogrammeandexpandtheChildren'sProgrammetotheotherfourtaluks

currentlysupportedthroughthe self effortof the Sanghas.It is alsoessentialthatan entire

programmebebuiltaroundpostschoolingactivities,withfocusoncounselling,skilltrainingand

careerguidance.TheChildrensProgrammehastoa largeextentcombattedissuessuchaschild

labour.Howevermoreemphasisneedsto be placedon developinga specificchild rights

frameworkinconjunctionwithADATSandtheSangha,keepinginmindtheneedsandconcerns

of the programmeregion.Participatoryworkshopswithchildren,Sangharepresentativesand

ADATSstaffneedtobeintegratedintothisframework.CapacitybuildingandtrainingofSangha

membersto increasetheirknowledgeandconfidencein theirabilitiesto supporttheirchildren's

developmentandensuretheirrightsalsoneedstobeaddressed.PleaserefertoAnnexure1 for

a frameworkwhichsummarisesthe currentfit betweenSCNZstrategiesand the Children's

Programme and the potential for further enhancement of the programme.
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Conclusions

ThereisnodoubtthatthepresentChildren'sProgrammeinbothGudibandaandtheothertaluks

hasbeenremarkablysuccessfulin gettingcooliechildren(boysandgirls)intoschool.But, there

is a But!. Thisis thebigquestionwhichplaguesnotjusttheCoolieSanghaand theChildren's

Programmebutalsoothereducationalprogrammesin otherpartsof Indiaandindeedtheworld.

Thetransitionfroma studenttobeinga productiveindividualin thecommunityis noteasyand

enablingthisisachallengetoanyorganisationinthefieldofeducation.ADATSandtheSangha

frameworkprovidesa fascinatingopportunitytoexaminethe'transition'phasewithfreshenergy

andinsights.Evenpartialsuccessin thisventurewouldaddrealvalueandmeaningtothefuture

of thecooliecommunity.Suchan initiativeis thereforewellworthsupportingas it wouldadd

substantialvalueto thelivesofCooliechildrenandtheCoolieSangha.Theexperiencecouldbe

of real value to the wider development community  faced with this 'transition' in so many societies.

*

Weconcludeby suggestingthatthepresentproposalto SCNZbe revisedin the lightof the

recommendationsgivenabove.Perhapsmodificationsor a changein emphasisto takethe

abovepointsintoaccountwouldenablethechildren'sprogrammeto moreeffectivelyservethe

needs of the children and the aspirations of the Sangha. 

* * *
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Annexure 1

Fit between SCNZ strategy and the ADATS/ Coolie Sangha 
Children's Programme 

SCNZ PrinciplesCurrent areas of fit between of
SCNZ principles and the
children's programmes

Potential areas of fit between
SCNZ strategy and children's
programme/ Need Gaps

Demonstrable
benefits for
children

Comprehensive schooling
programme that ensures that all
coolie children gain 10 years of
education

Equips coolie children
academically and provides an
opportunity to develop
individuality, self assertiveness
and creativity in children

Maintains parity in terms of
gender and caste

Uses a child rights based approach
and tackles issues such as child
labour

New child socialization practices
and child practices  adopted by the
coolie community

Health concerns of children
addressed through annual Health
check ups, supplementary health
programmes for the entire family

To set up a separate post schooling
programme that includes
counselling, skill training and
career guidance. This could be part
of the Children's Programme but
might need additional inputs in the
form of separate staff and
resources from ADATS and the
Coolie Sangha.

Special funds to develop libraries,
space, infrastructure and
educational materials for
Balakendras.

Child Rights Framework to be
developed in conjunction with
SCNZ which addresses issues such
as Child labour, child abuse,
gender sensitisation etc.

Introduce a rights based approach
to the core curriculum taught in
Balakendras

Support for children with special
needs
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SCNZ PrinciplesCurrent areas of fit between of
SCNZ principles and the
children's programmes

Potential areas of fit between
SCNZ strategy and children's
programme/ Need Gaps

Make lifetime
investments

Profile of the new generation
(educated, individualistic and
capable of independent decision
making) is different from that of
their parents ( semi literate and
primarily involved with agrarian
activities) 

Programme helps children break
free from economic and caste
poverty and helps place them on
par with peers.

Breaks cyclical patterns of
poverty, subservience and lack of
self motivation

Changes child socialization
patterns of the coolie community

Continued support of community
based programmes with a focus on
children in the four taluks.

Capacity building and training of
Sangha members to reorient the
vision of the Sangha and ensure
that relevancy is maintained. 

Incorporation of  life skills
training and value based education
in the children's programme to
help them prepare for the future

Work in
participatory
partnership

ADATS has helped to set up the
Coolie Sangha a people's
organisation which has overcome
poverty, oppression and
discrimination by establishing a
political identity for members  and
works on grass root level as well
as taluk and district activities

ADATS and the Sangha work in
tandem, with ADATS providing
intellectual inputs  on the core
curriculum and creative activities
for children

Children imbibe Sangha
'terminology' and ideology, as they
are part of most Sangha and
mahila meetings

Involve children and youth in
participatory decision making
Help initiate clubs for youth which
serve as a forum for children to
voice their opinions and
participate in decision making that
impacts their lives. This could
have links to balakendras with
youth taking on the roles of
mentors.

Develop relationships with other
NGOs, institutions and consultants
in the area of education. ADATS
to should share their experiences
and learn from others.
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SCNZ PrinciplesCurrent areas of fit between of
SCNZ principles and the
children's programmes

Potential areas of fit between
SCNZ strategy and children's
programme/ Need Gaps

Achieve Gender
Equality

Mahila meetings act as a forum for
women to express their views and
to take decisions on issues
affecting women's lives. They
monitor and coordinate the
children's programme and also
have the power to veto decisions
made by the Sangha.

Gender parity established in
schools with 48% of the children
enrolled being girls.

ADATS has introduced a policy
that all Balakendra teachers should
be women. This to a certain extent
introduces the concept of gender
sensitisation with women in the
age groups of 18-30 serving as
role models for children.

The Balakendra teacher
participates in the Mahila meetings
and notes down the minutes. She
sets the agenda for the meetings
and is influential for setting new
directions in terms of decisions
and actions taken by the Mahila
meeting. 

Participatory workshops with
children and Mahila meeting
members to improve their capacity
and aid in their empowerment

More training and capacity
building of Balakendra teachers

Promote women leadership in the
Sangha, especially develop a
process through which schooled
youth, particularly girls are a
majority in the emerging cadre.
Provide training to women in
leadership skills with skills for
participation by all (e.g. Group
process skill vs individual speech
making skills)
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