


“Be the Change you want to see
in the World” - Mahatma Gandhi

It is six in the morning. At the small
playground in the Vyasarpadi slum,
around twenty young children assemble
around a flag-staff. Their day starts
with a prayer. The lips repeating

the prayers are blistered, but the faces
are scrubbed clean and the eyes sparkle
with hope. The words are simple yet they
demand commitment- a commitment

to fulfill their daily duties, a promise

to work together for their mutual good
and for the deliverance of their entire
community. The two minute prayer

is intended to kill negative thoughts
and instill a sense of self-worth in the
hearts of the chanters- a fresh beginning
to every difficult day!

The “Little League” then scampers
away excitedly to get on with a game

of football. After two hours of play,
some sharing of thoughts, and a cup

of milk each with some bread, the
children gather again to repeat the
prayer. They then move on to the main
play ground to watch and admire

their own “major leaguers” at play.
They are now ready to face the tough
neighborhood that they hail from.

“Broken families, domestic violence

and the all too familiar wretchedness

of poverty- these are the circumstances
that these slum children battle day

in and day out. They often drop out

of school, and even run away from

their homes to escape this. Left to fend
for themselves, they pick up vices of all
sorts and become easy prey to anti social
elements. One leads to another resulting
in the decadent state of the
neighborhood. This was the story

of Vyasarpadi till STEDS started
its cleanup act”, explained Thangaraj.

It is a good time for education in India
says a member of a KPO. He explains
that there are numerous opportunities
in the job market, as well as educational
courses to develop every conceivable
skill. But what about primary education
and survival skills to face this world?
The fact of the matter is that a lack

of primary education and literacy
continues to torment our nation - there
are pockets of society, comprising

of settlements of migrant laborers

and communities that service the cities,
the denizens of which are unaware

of their Fundamental Rights.
Governments pass legislations

to protect these Rights, but these citizens
are not any the wiser. One such
settlement, on the outskirts of Chennai
city is Vyasarpadi- a neighborhood
with an unenviable reputation

of supplying human resource to rowdy
elements of the city. STEDS, started

as a sports initiative to help stem this rot,
has grown to become a social initiative,
under the watchful eye of its founder
N. Thangaraj, assisted by his brother

N. Umapathi.

Thangaraj founded SCSTEDS (Slum
Children Sports Talent and Education
Development Society) in the year 2000.
STEDS was set up to bring together

the children of the district, so that they
could be weaned from danger lurking

in the streets. They were provided

a protective environment where they
could play football and bond with their
peers. The added motivation to keep

the children coming was simple, nutritive
snacks and emotional counseling. Having

restored a sense of security in these
children and earned their respect,
Thangaraj moved into second gear -

the pleasure of playing at STEDS could
be had only by getting back into school.
The STEDS team played local matches
and climbed steadily to emerge
victorious in the fourth division football
league in 2007.

Every member of STEDS attends school
or college. Dropouts are identified

and encouraged to go back to school.
Reinforcement by way of extra lessons
is provided at supplementary classes
held at the STEDS office. Thangaraj
encourages mentoring of younger

and newer members by older children.
There is no superiority among

the “cadres”; a healthy rapport

is continuously maintained as older
students practice discipline and
self-control in order to set an example
for the younger ones; differences fade,
on and off the field as Football enables
the children to see the bigger picture
that they are a part of, and the change
that they can bring about in their
circumstances through STEDS.

Thangaraj beamed as he said that over
the last ten years crime rate had fallen
steadily, at Vyasarpadi. There was a
proportionate increase in the number

of children completing school. This was
a big achievement but not in comparison
to what he set out to do next- “Educating
the Girl Child”. Being a father of two
girls, with one having qualified

as a national level football referee,
Thangaraj decided to reach out

to the girls in the locality. Timid

and suppressed, compelled by family
circumstances to drop out of school



and join the workforce, he explained
that they were the most common
object of violence. Furthermore,

search for security caused girls to fall
into the marriage-trap very early,
which only brought them into a tighter
web of domestic violence. After many
failed attempts, Thangaraj made

a breakthrough with a girl who would
set an example for other girls to follow.
Shakthiswary, fifth child in a family

of six, estranged from her father,

and working in a local fish-market

at the age of 13, was supported

by her mother to get back to school
and give it her best shot

at the behest of Thangaraj.

Shakthiswary, talked about her meek
beginnings and how bleak her future
had appeared till she was recruited
into STEDS. “Thangaraj sir spoke

to my mother and had me sent back

to school. I then joined STEDS and was
taught to channelize all my energy
towards short positive goals at first.

I found courage to battle my way

and prove my mettle to those who tried
to repress me. I was selected by the State

Football team and even played

for the national team at France.

With achievement came recognition
and a sense of pride. Other girls found
a role model in me and shared their

feelings - they returned to school to give

their dreams another chance.

Regular training at STEDS gave them
the confidence to break out of the
gender-stereotype. We have managed
to change the mindset of many parents

too. They now encourage their children

to spend their time more productively
at STEDS. We arranged a Parent’s Day
recently which was well attended.”

Shakthiswary is currently studying law
and is aware about schemes and policies
introduced by the government

for the underprivileged. Using

the computer and Net connection that
Thangaraj provided at the STEDS office,
she, with other computer-literate
members of STEDS, searches the Net

to gather information and innovative
ideas to make their voice heard

by the powers-that-be. “STEDS has
given us a sense of empowerment.

We approached the Corporation office
here and requested them to look into
the shortfall in the number of ration
shops in the locality. There was a survey
conducted and based on a public hearing
initiated by us, we were awarded what
was due to us. Our current project

is the implementation of the Right
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to Education. We run street rallies

to spread the word, and distribute flyers
requesting the people to demand
schooling privileges for their children
in the neighborhood schools.”

A young and aspiring striker for STEDS,
Dilipan attempts to capture in football
parlance what Thangaraj has achieved
through STEDS, “Sir plays every
position on the team. Through a basic
football program, he developed

a defense strategy to keep out the anti
social elements from our neighborhood.
Like a midfielder, he keeps our core
strong by drawing us back to school
and more importantly, education.

He gives us courage to stand up for
ourselves and shows us our duties.

But like a responsible captain, he does
not field the goal himself. He passes
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the ball to us forwards, so that we can
take the shot and feel the sense of pride
with every goal that is taken. He has
shown us how to make the most

of the available resources, and sown
within us, a team-spirit to tackle day

to day problems like in a game

of football. He has been silently training
us to take charge of our own lives,
without expecting anything in return,
like a truiy selfless, leader.”

Thangaraj is not just the coach

of a National level Football Club.
He is a friend in difficult times,

a teacher guiding the restless,
and an activist helping the weak
in their fight for their Rights.

N Thangaraj,

a true Champion of Chennai.
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