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Introduction 

The focus of Indian education has been to promote education for which the middle 
classes and the Indian elite can benefit from (Weiner, Burra, and Bajpai 2006: ix). 
There were no political parties, trade unions, religious groups, social activists, and other 
civil society organizations that considered [the abolition of child labour and the 
universalization of education] as non-negotiable issues. Even strong human rights 
groups and feminist groups did not want to get engaged on the issue of abolition of 
child labour (Weiner, Burra, and Bajpai 2006 xiv). 
 
While reading the Born Unfree omnibus (Weiner, Burra, and Bajpai 2006) which 

comprises three of some of the most well-known academic studies of children’s rights issues in 

India, the above quotes, taken from the introduction written by Neera Burra in 2006 became an 

inspiration and a starting point for my research questions. It is without argument that class, 

region, caste and gender are important indicators of what kind of education a person may have 

available to him or her in India. This is especially true given the large reliance on privately run 

schools, the highest quality of which tend to cluster not surprisingly in urban areas. The other 

option is the government school system, which tends to be poorly run and underfunded. 

Hence, I began to form questions surrounding issues of child labor, and especially regarding my 

main concern: education.  I intend to take Burra’s argument about universal education and the 

abolition of child labor and explore it, not solely through the facts and figures upon which many 

articles and books have already been published (though I will be referencing a great many of 

them), but rather by exploring narratives of education and child rights, referencing 

conversations and interviews to get a grasp on real-life on the ground thoughts and beliefs of 

people regarding these important issues. 
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 Since Burra specifically mentioned “political parties, trade unions, religious groups, 

social activists…”, I decided that my study would have the most impact if it could focus on and 

understand the projects, goals, and, especially the attitudes guiding social activists choices 

within the field of child rights.  I began visiting and learning about a local and well-known non-

governmental organization (NGO) in Jaipur, Rajastan, where I was also completing a Hindi 

Language course1. This NGO, 15 years old, focuses a large portion of its projects, including 

education, medical care and housing, on street children and children of the slums. It is 

interesting to note that one of the more recently established projects is described by the NGO 

website as follows: 

One of the main sources of income for i- india is generated from the production of 
jewellery [sic] and accessories, made by the children. The jewellery is of superb quality, 
and you can buy it knowing that the proceeds are funding i- india’s projects. The 
jewellery and handicrafts provide income, while vocational teachers are teaching the 
children the valuable skill of jewellery production. (http://www.i-
indiaonline.com/home2.htm) 
 

A.) Research Methodology 

 

In the roles of volunteer, participant observer, and formal researcher, I visited the NGO 

regularly and became involved with a home called “Child Inn” for older boys (usually from 

around 10 to 18 years of age) who had previously lived in the streets.  I created art projects for 

the children, played sports and games, and chatted informally with children and adults who 

worked for the NGO on a regular basis. Additionally, near the end of my time there, I conducted 

                                                           
1
 This research was completed for my final paper in the A.I.I.S. Language Program. Upon my return to the U.S., I 

have re-thought it as an MA paper. I followed the A.I.I.S. guidelines for informed consent. 

http://www.i-indiaonline.com/home2.htm
http://www.i-indiaonline.com/home2.htm
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formal, recorded interviews with 5 children and 5 adult employees of the organization 

regarding their own views on formal and vocational education, child labor, and class. 

My time as participant observation was in the form of a volunteer working with the 

children. Simply volunteering my time with the children allowed me to spend time with the 

children and to get to know many of them.  Also, this allowed me to observe staff members at 

work and to be able to talk and become familiar with them. Furthermore, this allowed me to 

view the afternoon schedule and the running of Child Inn as well as interact with visiting 

volunteers and tourists. 

Many informal conversations happened during my time as a volunteer. Some 

afternoons I would sit outside with various staff members and have discussions on various 

topics ranging from American culture to specific children at the home. I was asked a lot of 

questions about my life, and I talked with staff members about their work and the children. I 

also would have informal conversations with children about their lives, what they like or don’t 

like about the home, school, and vocational programs. We sometimes talked about serious 

issues such as the best way to punish a misbehaving child, what kind of education is most 

important, or poverty.  

None of the informal conversations were recorded, and the questions and topics were 

not preplanned, but rather came up spontaneously. These interviews helped me gain 

background knowledge about the organization, staff, and children, and also allowed me to 

understand different viewpoints and beliefs in a relaxed setting. 

I conducted formal interviews with five staff members, and five children (these were 

done as part of my Hindi language program for my final project). The questions were pre-
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selected, written in Hindi and edited by fluent speakers of Hindi for any errors or biased 

sounding questions. Before interviewing them, I explained the project briefly and read aloud an 

informed consent sheet in Hindi. All of the interviews were recorded digitally for my playback 

and transcription. I was aided in transcription by fluent Hindi speakers but I translated the 

quotes from Hindi to English myself, with some consultation. 

Individuals were selected based on their interest and free time. While I attempted to 

choose staff members who worked in different areas or for different lengths of time, overall 

these choices were outside of my control. I was only able to interview male employees, as 

female employees were rare within the organization. The two women who I knew were not 

asked to be interviewees by those coordinating the interviews. Circumstances did not allow me 

the opportunity to alter this scheduling. The staff members interviewed were from different 

levels of the organization, and employed in different positions of the organization. The length 

of employment for the five employees of I-India varied greatly; some had been there since the 

beginning, and a couple had worked at I-India for less than a year. 

The children interviewed were all boys, since, of course, the home I worked at was only 

for boys. Many boys were shy, and most of the boys who were willing to be interviewed tended 

to be older and had lived at the institute for a longer time. These boys also tended to 

participate in formal schooling. Boys with less or no formal schooling were often too shy or 

unwilling to participate. One boy agreed reluctantly to be interviewed in spite of his lack of 

education. When I asked if I could interview him, he informed me that “I can’t read or write, are 

you sure you want to interview me?”.  After assuring him that his ideas were also important, 

regardless of his educational status, he decided to continue. 
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I conducted interviews in a quieter area, the office on the main level of the home but, 

due to the nature of the home, privacy was not possible. Children and adults would wander in 

and out of the room, asking who was responsible for making roti or cutting vegetables for 

dinner, or simply to see what was going on. Children wanted to try out the voice recorder, or 

hear what their friends had said. Since most children did not seem to feel uncomfortable with 

other children in the room, I would sometimes allow eager children to ask others questions or 

read the informed consent sheet out loud to the interviewee.  

In some interviews, boys bounced ideas off each other and I was able to get an 

understanding of differences of opinion or shared ideas between different children, though 

overall I tried to conduct interviews on a one-on-one basis. When conducting the children’s 

interviews, I did make sure, to the best of my ability, that staff members were not present as I 

felt that this might hinder truthful answers more than would the presence of other children. 

Occasionally, staff members would briefly pop into the room, usually for not more than a 

minute or so. Conversely, interviews with staff were conducted much more privately, although 

occasionally a child would enter the room for a very brief period. 

Adult interviews were longer and ranged from approximately 10 to 30 minutes. Children 

interviews tended to be much shorter, ranging from 5 to 17 minutes. The length of the 

interview greatly varied due to the comfort level of the interviewee, the length and depth of 

their answer, and their interest and knowledge of the questions asked. Children, especially, 

were not prone to elaborating on their ideas, and, like most children of their age, preferred to 

answer questions that seemed uninteresting to them in one sentence, or sometimes even one 

or two words. 
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Before the research and results are presented in more detail, it is important to 

understand the long, complex, and somewhat unclear history that child rights regarding 

education and child labor have had in India. The first section of my paper explores childhood as 

a cultural concept. I examine how childhood can be defined within the north Indian context, 

and where street children can fit within this definition. I draw especially on Tobias Hecht’s 

concept of nurturing childhood and nurtured childhood, which he discussed in his ethnography 

on street children of Brazil. 

The second section of this paper examines the larger context of child labor and 

education policies in India. I examine the policies and practices regarding children in India.  I 

examine how class, power and structural violence play a role in the stratified childhoods that 

exist within India, and I argue that currently India operates with two separate systems, one for 

the middle and upper class, and one which keeps the poor in a cycle of poverty. 

The second half of this paper addresses the research that I conducted. The third section 

describes the NGO, I-India, at which I volunteered and observed for over six months in Jaipur, 

Rajastan. Then the fourth section examines possible methodological issues. The fifth section 

examines five staff members’ and five children’s perspectives on education and on the NGO I-

India. In the concluding section, I draw together the larger context with the specific narratives 

and draw some conclusions regarding how the children and staff at this specific N.G.O. fit into 

the larger context.  

Part I: The Indian Context 

Section One: Cultural Concepts of Childhood 
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(image from I-India: http://www.i-indiaonline.com/ ) 

 

The term childhood is employed quite often by many NGOs, non-profits, and 

government organizations that work with children. Often children living in poverty or on the 

streets are described as having “lost their childhood”, as in the image above, taken from I-India. 

Most often the children who are described as having lost their childhood are those who are 

struggling for basic necessities. Additionally, children described this way most often do not have 

responsible adult supervision or access to education, leaving them without power to change 

their situation. They are often described as engaging in age-inappropriate or destructive 

behavior, such as the children in the image who are taking drugs, and unable to protect 

themselves from danger such as psychical abuse or exploitation. 

Some argue the concept of childhood often referred to as “lost” is a single western 

concept of childhood. This concept is described as a childhood where a child is a loved and 

protected member of a family  and who attends school, does not work or contribute to family 

income or welfare, and has time to play.  Rather than approach childhood as a singular 

unchanging ‘western’ concept, I feel that using and understanding Tobias Hecht’s description of 

childhoods is far more useful in understanding the situation of children in India. Hecht did his 

http://www.i-indiaonline.com/
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field work with street children in Brazil, which, like India, is a highly stratified society where the 

dividing line between middle class and poor is often literally seen in the walled-off homes and 

neighborhoods of the middle and upper class. At the same time, many more children are living 

harsh and difficult lives in the barrios, or slums, where children are often expected to 

contribute to their families as wage earners.  Hecht summarizes: 

…in urban Northeast Brazil two starkly contrasting contexts can be identified- nurturing 
childhood and nurtured childhood. Nurturing childhood, in essence, are poor children 
who from an early age take on serious responsibilities; they bring in resources to their 
mothers and nurture the household, activities they view as moral obligations. Nurtured 
children, on the other hand, are the coddled progeny of middle-class families. Highly 
differentiated from and dependant on adults, nurtured children are economic liabilities 
to the household. Whereas the status of nurturing children is dependent, to an extent, 
on what they do, nurtured children are valued by virtue of being children. (Hect  1998: 
21 his emphasis) 
 
 In India the case is very similar. Children of the middle and upper class are expected to 

spend their time in studies. Their schools and ‘tuitions’ (the Indian term for after school 

tutoring) are seen as an investment by their families. This investment in education can bring the 

family returns. In one regard, success is a return for the family as a whole.  Parents may simply 

desire to see their children grow and become successful and happy members of society. 

Additionally, a child with a successful career with a higher salary can bring status and respect to 

the entire family. Another return on this investment could be security for parents in later life. In 

India, many families see their children, especially sons, as a ‘retirement plan’. In this sense, the 

more successful their child becomes the greater the chance that they have of enjoying a 

comfortable and secure life during their later years. 

On the other hand, children of the poor can be seen working alongside their parents in 

the field in villages, taking care of younger children in the family, working in factories or dhabas 
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(roadside cafes), or begging at intersections in cities. In respect to education, poor children’s 

potential to help the family often cannot be deferred until later because the family relies on 

them to help fulfill their basic needs in the present. When the family has limited funding to 

send some children to school but must choose from among their children boys are sent more 

frequently, while girls may be kept at home to contribute to the household. 

Due to these similarities in stratification and children’s positions, I will use Hecht’s 

terminology which describes these two childhoods: the nurtured childhood and the nurturing 

childhood. The nurturer child described in Hecht’s work regarding Brazil argues that the child’s 

many duties and focus is to help his or her mother. In India, I would argue that this duty and 

focus is placed more on the family at large and its survival, whoever comprises that family 

(Sharma 2003).  Hecht argues that the street children of Brazil consider themselves “bad” 

because they, almost always from lower class, choose the street life over providing for their 

mothers. By being a street child, they are putting themselves outside the norms of childhoods 

in Brazil. They are neither nurtured, nor nurturers, but rather spend the majority of the money 

they earn through begging, stealing, or receiving donations from “clients” (the slang term for 

people who regularly help them) on themselves- on food, drugs, and anything else they desire 

in the streets. 

Hecht argues that many children in Brazil choose the street life to some degree, and 

have material gain from this choice. They often have access to more food and money than poor 

children living in the Barrios. I did not get the same sense of agency from the street and poor 

children in my research. Rather, I found an attitude of despair and hopelessness.  When 

children talked to me about running away, they presented such decisions more as a lack of 
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other options than as a choice. In Hecht’s ethnography, children often openly speak about drug 

use, sexual abuse, and street violence. In contrast, most kids I spoke with in Jaipur skimmed 

over their days on the streets when telling me how they ended up in the children’s home. 

Children didn’t brag about misdeeds or drugs, and only referenced drug use as something other 

children do. The most direct reference on drug use I heard was some mumbled words and a 

gesture of holding something up to his mouth and nose and inhaling.  I later determined that 

this was probably a reference to the use of whitener (“white-out” or correction fluid) as an 

inhalant, where the user purchases a bottle of liquid whitener, pours it in a rag, and inhales the 

fumes to get high. 

Similarly, street children in the children’s home in Jaipur often used terminology similar 

to that of street children in homes in Brazil. Children in Brazil refer to the streets as “that life”, a 

life they can quit and become “good” kids again. This is done by leaving the drugs and violence 

of the street to become responsible-- by following the rules of a children’s organization or by 

returning home.  Children at Child Inn often competed for the attention of adult staff members, 

volunteers, and visitors. When a child wanted to rile up another kid during such competitions, 

he would often inform me that the other child “is a bad kid.” This would be backed up by 

various examples, usually accusing the other boy of doing something such as drinking or 

smoking, or insinuating that the other child was mentally ill or strange in some way. The 

accused boy would always vehemently deny such accusations. Often these accusations caused 

animosity between boys and could even cause verbal or physical altercations between boys.  

In conversation with me, no child ever admitted to taking drugs, alcohol, or engaging in 

any other kind of “bad” behavior other than having small fights with other boys in the home.  



13 

 

The few who insinuated that they used such substances in the streets always talked about it in 

the third person rather than the first person. This is a stark difference from the children Hecht 

worked with in Brazil, many of whom he tells us bragged about drug use, theft, and murder.  

Clearly, having me, an outsider and adult, view them in the role of “good” children, who played 

the proper roles of ‘childhood’, was important to them. Perhaps they felt that convincing me 

that they were good children meant I would be willing to spend time with them. 

As Hecht observes: “Distinct as these two childhoods are, they share one thing in 

common: they are lived at home. And it is in relation to ‘home children’ that street children are 

seen and see themselves” (Hecht 1998: 21).  Along these lines, I see the children at Child Inn in 

Jaipur as trying to rebuild their sense of being “home children”, of being what they see as 

“good” children.  For the children in I-India, the dichotomy of the good/bad child was an 

important distinction between a street child and as a child living at I-India. By living at the 

home, children can return to what the children see as a normal role in childhood (i.e., going to 

school/vocational class, washing up, staying away from drugs and alcohol). 

Most of the children living in Child Inn in Jaipur are from some of the most extreme 

situations, such as survivors of sexual abuse and those who had to rely entirely upon 

themselves at a young age, some even supporting siblings or disabled family members. Many 

children who are picked up by social workers for the organization can be returned to family 

once the family is located and determined to be safe and able to take care of their child. The 

children who stay at Child Inn for longer periods are ones that cannot return home, if they have 

a home at all. 
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Some children who live or work in the street in India maintain some sort of relationship 

with family members, who in many cases are unable to support their family financially for 

basics such as food and/or shelter. It is not uncommon to see entire families living under the 

shade of a flyover or in the median of a road, with both children and adults engaged in some 

sort of begging or hawking of goods. Additionally, many children referred to as “street children” 

work in the streets as beggars, sellers of trinkets, or  rag pickers to help support their family in 

some way, and may or may not sleep in the streets. 

Some of the children with whom I conducted more formal interviews at I-India talked to 

me about living family members with whom they maintain contact. For example, one young 

man told me that he expects to support his grandmother once he turns eighteen and leaves 

Child Inn, and other children also voiced concerns about family members they needed to help. 

When we examine organizations that work with children, the type of childhood they 

impart on the children under their care varies depending on the organization. I argue that most 

organizations working with children in India can either be identified as following a nurtured or 

nurturing childhood model. 

An example of an organization striving to create a nurtured childhood for children is the 

Kids with Cameras foundation, which filmed the lives of several children growing up in the 

brothels of Kolkata. Zana Briski, the photographer who created this project, wanted to help the 

children whose lives she documented. She attempted to get as many of the children from the 

film into high quality private boarding schools or send them abroad to study. This organization 

continues to strive towards creating a nurtured childhood through a project to create a home 

for children, which is described on the website as follows: 



15 

 

…*W+e will build Hope House (Asha Niwas), a nurturing home where up to 150 children 
from Calcutta's red light district can come to live, learn, and grow. The children who live 
in Hope House will receive a free, first-rate education through high school, courtesy of 
the Buntain Foundation, which owns and operates 80 schools in India. The Buntain 
Foundation will also manage and staff the home.  
Hope House will serve as a safe haven, offering support services and programs that will 
help these children develop the strength and skills to change their own circumstances 
while remaining connected to their families. Art will play a central role – as it did in the 
film – assisted by nature: there will be artists-in-residence and gardens to tend. A 
college fund is also part of the plan. The home will be designed and staffed so as to 
make the children feel they are living in a cluster of family homes – a far cry from the 
squalid rooms and chaotic conditions of the congested red light district. 
(http://www.kids-with-cameras.org/school/)  
 
The nurturing childhood that the other type of organizations impart would be very 

similar to the childhood that street children, most often from lower class families, would have 

experienced had they remained in their own home. In such settings, children often receive part 

time informal education mixed with vocational classes in skills such as tailoring or the making of 

handicrafts. 

 Organizations such as I-India often place the children in the role of nurturers. In I-India’s 

Ladli vocational program, children learn to make jewelry, bags and other handicrafts.  The NGO 

is happy to point out that the children are helping to support the NGO while learning a valuable 

skill, and also earning pocket money. The I-India website describes the program as follows: 

One of the main sources of income for i-india is generated from the production of 
jewellery [sic] and accessories, made by the children. The jewellery is of superb quality, 
and you can buy it knowing that the proceeds are funding i- india’s projects. The 
jewellery and handicrafts provide income, while vocational teachers are teaching the 
children the valuable skill of jewellery production. (http://www.i-
indiaonline.com/home2.htm) 
 
At the same time, we must consider that the organization also offers formal education 

as well as ‘tuitions’, or tutoring, up until the time when the children turn 18 and leave the 

http://www.buntain.org/
http://www.kids-with-cameras.org/school/
http://www.i-indiaonline.com/home2.htm
http://www.i-indiaonline.com/home2.htm
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home. In fact, the children are not required to participate in any programs, and some young 

boys choose not to go to school, instead spending their day napping, playing sports with their 

friends, or isolating themselves from the group, while others come and go from the 

organization as they please, spending time in the streets or railway stations in between their 

stays in Child Inn.  

Section Two: Class, Power, and Structural Violence 

 

In recent decades, confidence in reflexive cultural relativism faltered as anthropologists 
turned their attention to “complex societies” characterized by extremely inegalitarian 
social structures. Many found themselves unwilling to condone social inequality merely 
because it was buttressed by cultural beliefs, no matter how ancient or picturesque. 
Citizens of former colonies also questioned cultural relativism as part of a broader 
critique of anthropology: for them, it appeared to be a mechanism for rationalizing and 
perpetuating inequalities between first and third worlds. (Farmer 2005: 47-48) 
 
In highly stratified societies such as India, different classes of people can operate in 

entirely different worlds. An upper-middle class person in an urban setting can spend his or her 

days shopping in air-conditioned malls which boast stores from the U.K. and Italy, drive 

imported cars and large SUVs,  and send their children to schools with air-conditioned wireless 

high-tech classrooms conducted in English. Nearby a lower class family may be living in a shack 

made out of scavenged materials while being forced to walk to get unclean water from a hand-

pump shared by thousands of people as their children play near untreated sewage running 

through the streets, unable to attend school. 

In a society where the differences are so vast, so stark, and so easily observable, it is not 

a surprise that the concept of two separate and unequal childhoods follows. But to understand 

how these differences exist we need to understand just where India stands on child rights.  
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Child rights can encompass many different issues, but there are two main ones that are 

most pertinent to this paper. First is the issue of child labor, and the second is education. In 

Myron Weiner’s well-known book The Child and the State in India: Child Labor and Education 

Policy in Comparative Perspective, Weiner argues that: 

…India’s low per capita income and economic situation is less relevant as an explanation 

than the belief systems of the state bureaucracy, a set of beliefs that is widely shared by 

educators, social activists, trade unionists, academic researchers, and more broadly, by 

members of the Indian middle class… At the core of these beliefs are the Indian view of 

the social order, notions concerning the respective roles of upper and lower social 

strata, the role of education as a means of maintaining differentiations among social 

classes, and concerns that ”excessive” and “inappropriate” education for the poor 

would disrupt existing social arrangements (Weiner: 2006 5). 

 

Weiner’s argument that many policies regarding child labor and education exist more for 

differentiation than for creating equality and access can help us understand not only a society 

where there are two childhoods, but also understand just how and why laws regarding these 

two issues are passed and followed. 

 If we examine the history of child labor laws in India, we find that there hasn’t been any 

great change in the laws since Indian independence.  The National Charter for Children (2003) 

states that: “No child below the age of 14 years shall be employed to work in a factory, mine or 

other hazardous employment” (Article 24) and “The tender age of children is not abused and 

that citizens are not forced by economic necessity to enter avocations unsuited to their age or 

strength” (Article 39e). The ban on hazardous industries did not apply to “children working as 

part of family labor or to those children working in any state-funded or state-sponsored 

institutions” (Burra 2006:2).  In other words, child labor is only banned in ‘hazardous’ 
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industries, a term which is not clearly defined, and therefore can be used very flexibly. Within 

this, there are still such a large number of exceptions, such as ‘family labor’, that allow most 

industries to find ways to easily by-pass the laws and continue to employ children in the few 

areas where they are truly banned. 

One can see that children in India have worked in a vast array of hazardous 

environments from very early ages. If one takes the time to scan through Born to Work: Child 

Labor in India by Neera Burra, one can read about children working in hazardous industries 

ranging from carpet weaving, brass wares, pottery, lock making, or gem polishing, to name a 

few.  In Burra’s examination of child labor she finds that children are paid less than adults (xi) 

and girls are paid less than boys (xiii). She also found that child labor reduced the need to 

develop technology (xii). And most importantly, the book argues that child labor is cyclic in 

nature in two ways. One is “a web of illiteracy and exploitation – uneducated parents send their 

children to work, who as illiterate adults send their children to work…” (Burra: 2006 xiii).  

Second is that “early entrance into the labour force has shortened the working lives of many 

young people who, now as adults, are too ill to remain in the labour force” (Burra:2006 xii). 

Now ill, they in turn must send their children into the work force at a young age. 

Policy makers and industrialists have argued against banning all child labor for several 

reasons. The main argument is that not allowing children to work is like taking bread out of 

poor families’ hands. Deny the rights of poor families to send the children to work, and you are 

sentencing the families to death. But as we have noted above, children are paid less for their 

work than adults. Additionally, they tend to work longer hours with fewer breaks. For this 

reason, many companies favor hiring children over adults, who they would have to pay higher 
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wages and are more likely to know their rights. The second main argument is the “nimble 

fingers” argument – popular among industrialists, it is a claim that some industries require the 

small, dexterous hands of small children to work on their crafts. This argument is most often 

heard in terms of the carpet weaving industry. In the article Challenging Child Labor: 

Transnational Activism and India’s Carpet Industry, Chowdhry and Beeman write that 

The argument of children’s “nimble fingers” has often been used to explain the demand 

for child labor for weaving carpets. Proclaiming the mythical nature of this argument, 

activists have argued that the small wages-or no wages-paid to children better account 

for their demand in the carpet industry. (Chowdhry and Beeman 2001:166) 

 

The authors examined transnational activism and the institution of Rugmark, a tag on carpets 

which insures that the carpet was not made using child labor and that workers received fair 

wages for their work. While Rugmark did not succeed in banning child labor in the carpet-

weaving industry or on the whole in India, the authors argue that  

[Rugmark] has succeeded in diffusing the norms surrounding human rights and child 
labor in the Mirzapur-Badohi carpet belt in India. In the 1980s and the early 1990s, 
carpet manufacturers justified the existence of child labor in the carpet industry on the 
basis of poverty, the welfare of the industry, and so on (Chowdhry and Beeman 
2001:170-171). 
 

 While articles like Chowdhry and Beeman’s shows how some changes in the norms of 

child labor are happening in India, in most, if not all, of India, child labor is still an accepted 

norm perpetuated by many middle and upper-class families who hire children as servants, dish 

washers, or trash collectors, as well as working in tea stalls, shops, selling trinkets in the street 

and in buses (to name just a few highly visible areas of child labor). As for an interesting 

example, one young upper-middle class man, like his industrialist and policy making 

counterparts, has argued in a discussion with me that he is doing a favor to a young child by 
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hiring the child to scrub his pots and pans, run errands, and sleep on the living room floor in 

exchange for a small wage and patronage in the form of clothes and a place to sleep. This same 

upper middle class young man would hold late-night music-blaring parties with drugs and 

alcohol while that child ‘slept’ in the same room. 

 Child labor as a norm and a lack of universal compulsory education for all children form 

a very important relationship. Since, as is evident from the argument that child labor is still seen 

as a norm, it follows that not all children in India can and will go to school. Many policymakers 

argue that it would be unconstitutional to compel all Indians to send their children to school, 

and to do so would violate poor families’ rights to choose to send their children to work over 

school, but Burra argues that: 

What must be remembered in this discussion is that all surveys and reports reveal that 

poor parents want their children to be educated. The PROBE survey found that in India’s 

most educationally backward states, the proportion of parents who considered it 

‘important’ for a child to be educated was as high as 98 percent for boys and 89 percent 

for girls. (Burra 2006: xxii) 

 

Most often parents do not send their children to school due to economic issues. Many parents 

describe this decision as making a choice between sending their child to work so that child can 

eat, or having the child starve at school. 

 The education system is India is not free for any family who desires that their child 

succeed in school. Government-aided schools which have either a nominal fee or are free for 

students still require families to purchase books and school uniforms. These expenses often 

prove too much for many poor families. Additionally, the quality of government schools is 

notoriously inconsistent. It is often very poor. I have even seen cases in rural villages in Bihar 
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where a government school exists only on paper. The schools that do exist often do not have 

proper facilities and face a shortage of teachers for the number of students enrolled. In a 

primary school I observed outside of Kolkata, I saw large classes of 30 or more students per 

teacher, and at least three different classes sharing one large room. Imagine, as a first grader, 

trying to concentrate while two other classes are being conducted in the same room! 

 Government employed teachers are often paid a very low salary. In some cases, 

teachers respond by arriving late, sending children on errands, or doing other tasks while they 

are supposed to be teaching. Furthermore, many teachers throughout India have found a 

solution to their low income by providing after-school tutoring sessions, commonly called 

‘tuitions’ in India. It has been suggested that many teachers purposefully do not teach 

adequately during school hours so that students, who must pass exams to continue to the next 

grade, are forced to take ‘tuitions’ after school hours. It has been said that teachers can often 

double their salary with this practice, which results in the students of many families unable to 

pay for ‘tuitions’, unable to pass examinations, and therefore pass to the next grade. 

 The alternative to government-aided schools is private schools, and private education is 

a booming business in India. Private schools can range greatly in quality. Some may be similar 

to a government school in the area, with large classrooms, subpar facilities, and unenthusiastic 

teachers.  At one private school in a village in Bihar, I could hear students shouting words 

during school hours; the teacher would drill a list of English words through call and response for 

many hours each school day. Other private schools can be of a very high international standard, 

but the availability of such high quality schools is usually far greater within metropolitan areas. 

Private schools, of course, charge fees, and these fees can vary greatly depending on what the 



22 

 

school is offering in terms of quality and facilities. In short, if parents want to insure their child 

receives a quality education, they must pay high fees for a private school. If they cannot afford 

this, then they must expect to pay for at least uniforms, books, and ‘tuitions’. As Ravi Kumar 

summarizes it in the introduction to The Crisis of Elementary Education in India, the debate 

“…questions whether the State, with its policies that do not provide all children with a common 

formal schooling system, is institutionalizing inequality in education” (Kumar 2006). This 

disparate education system creates a stratum of schools, the quality of which directly correlates 

to the class, status, and money of the families whose children are enrolled, with many children, 

whose families cannot afford to send them even to the least expensive of educational options, 

participating in the labor force rather than attending school. 

In response to this economic choice that poor families have to make between survival 

and education, the Government of India, as well as NGOs, have introduced flexible schedules 

and alternative education programs so that poor children can both work and go to school. 

These programs often consist of informal literacy programs, many of which are held late at 

night after the children get home from a long day of work. As Burra points out “*t+he social 

acceptance of the idea that some children will get full-time, quality, formal education and 

others will have to combine schooling with work is widespread both within the government, in 

the NGO sector and amongst educationists” (Burra 2006 xxix-xxx). 

 To summarize this complex situation, the deep-rooted differentiation of social classes 

accounts for the normalization and acceptance of child labor, inequality of education, and two 

separate and unequal childhoods for children growing up in India.  This situation is affected not 
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only by cultural beliefs, but by the structural violence of economic and governmental policy and 

the treatment of child rights, child labor, and education in the non-governmental sector. 

Part II: I-India, an NGO of Jaipur, Rajasthan 

 

Section One: I-India: Working with Street and Slum Children 

 

In her article By the Sweat of their Brow? ‘Street Children’, NGOs and Child Rights in 

Addis Ababa, Olga Nieuwenhuys argues that the idea that the poor must surrender to the 

conditions of their lives has become not only accepted by the general populace, but also by the 

NGOs working within the community.  She writes that: 

The moral imagination of NGOs, far from inspiring a critique of the human costs of 
forced liberalisation, justifies a double standard based on the assumption that while 
children in the wealthy parts of the globe 'develop', the children of the poor are merely 
engaged in 'survival' (Burman, 1995). It may therefore be difficult not to conclude that 
the children's rights discourse, as it impels the urban poor to surrender their own 
creative imagination to devise a change for the better in their lives, condemns them to 
the experience of marginality and early work. (Nieuwenhuys 2001: 553-554) 
 
In this section I critically examine an NGO where I spent approximately 6 months. At the 

NGO I volunteered as well as did research through participant observation and both informal 

conversations and formal interviews. The target of my research was to attempt to understand 

the general workings and practices of the NGO and its goals. Additionally, and more importantly 

(with these issues of class, child rights, and childhoods in mind) I set out to understand the 

reasoning the employees used to develop their programs.  I wanted to understand their 

attitudes towards the children, education, labor, and the children’s future, and what kind of 

environment these attitudes create for the children. Also, I spent time with the children, getting 

to know them, and learning about their own attitudes and actions regarding these important 
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topics. In sum, my goal was to examine how these complex and important issues play out in 

one NGO. 

I examined the NGO through several different lenses. First, I examined their published 

information, such as their websites, pamphlets, flyers, and other methods they use to distribute 

information.  Second, I spent time at the NGO, volunteering with the children and observing 

children and staff. I discussed the founding of the NGO with one of the founders. Last, I 

conducted formal interviews with five staff members and five children in which I asked them 

questions regarding their feelings on formal education and vocational training, child labor and 

their attitudes about the children and their futures. 

This section of the paper is divided into three main parts. First, I describe the NGO in 

detail, focusing on Child Inn, the home for boys at which I spent most of my time. In the second 

section I describe the methodology used in this research. Finally, I examine my research 

findings through my own voice as well as the voices of those I interviewed. 

 

Section Two: I-India and Child Inn 

I-India is a non-governmental organization (NGO) which was founded in 1993. According 

to Prabhakar Goswami, the sociologist who founded the organization with his teacher-wife, 

Abha Goswami, I-India originally focused on a variety of research projects and programs which 

addressed a host of issues, such as clean water and education. Thereafter, the NGO turned its 

attention solely to street and slum-dwelling children. 

 Today, I-India has many programs along this line which are said to reach many children 

in Jaipur daily. One program is Childline (X1098). This emergency telephone number for 
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children-in-need is found in many cities in India. In Jaipur, the call-in service is run by I-India, 

and is a free number which children can use when they are in need of medical help, a place to 

stay, or someone to talk to. According to numbers given by I-India, 5,798 children were helped 

by Childline in 2005 (http://www.i-indiaonline.com/prog_childline.htm). I-India also has four 

homes for children. For boys there is Child Inn, a home for up to fifty boys. For girls there is the 

Ganga home. These two larger homes house older children, usually from ten to eighteen years 

of age. Two additional and smaller homes, one each for boys and girls, house up to twenty-five 

younger children (up to the approximate age of ten years). 

Another program is the Ladli Vocational Centers. There are two separate centers, one 

each for boys and girls. Both centers teach handicrafts. At the girls’ center, the main focus is on 

jewelry making, while at the boys’ center it is sewing. Both centers also include other 

handicrafts, such as tin work or the making of decorative birds. The centers are relatively new: 

according to their website, the girl’s center opened in 2005 and the boys in 2006. 

(http://www.i-indiaonline.com/prog_ladli.htm)   

For street and slum dwelling children around the city of Jaipur there are “schools on 

wheels”, shower buses, and street schools, which give informal education and access to water 

for washing. In addition to these programs, I-India also promotes AIDs awareness, works on 

projects advocating child rights, and has an ambulance available for children in need. 

 I spent the vast majority of my time with I-India at Child Inn, the larger home for boys. 

This home is a short walk from the main I-India office and the Ladli boys’ Vocational Center. It 

typically had about 30 boys in residence during my time there. I-India usually puts older boys in 

Child Inn and younger boys in the smaller home, so most boys were between ten and eighteen 

http://www.i-indiaonline.com/prog_childline.htm
http://www.i-indiaonline.com/prog_ladli.htm
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years old.  The boys in Child Inn had been there for varying lengths of time—some stayed for 

just a couple of days before being reunited with family, while others lived there for a few weeks 

or a month and then returned to the streets or family. Some leave and return multiple times. 

Other boys had lived there consistently for as many as 8 or 9 years. This meant that on any 

given day I visited, I might find new boys at the home, many of whom would not be present on 

my next visit. 

 The home is situated at the end of a dead-end street on the outskirts of Jaipur. It is in a 

residential neighborhood, and within walking distance is a large park where many of the boys 

like to play after returning home from school in the afternoon. The front entry has a large sign 

and gate. Upon entering, one first sees the Childline office, which shares the compound with 

Child Inn, but is in a separate building. As one walks down the driveway, the dirt yard where the 

kids often play is seen: it shares space with a small temple for a Hindu deity. In the driveway 

area are built-in benches where, during my visits, I often spent time conversing with employees 

of Child Inn and Childline. It is a place they often sit, sipping tea and chatting. Children also 

spend time on the benches, sitting with me or employees chatting, joking, playing or rough-

housing (See Pictures 1 and 2).  

 The entry to the building leads into a large multi-purpose room. Often when I visit, a 

new boy or a child feeling unwell may be asleep on the floor of the multi-purpose room. This 

large room leads off into the kitchen, dining area, a small office, two of the boys’ rooms, and to 

stairs which lead upstairs to the wardens’ room, another boys’ room and roof access. The boys’ 

rooms all contain lockers for their personal items and bunk beds. Each boy has his own bed, and 

many of the younger boys enjoyed giving me tours of their room, proudly pointing out their 



27 

 

beds and lockers.  Most of the oldest boys lived on the upper floor, and had a rule that the 

younger boys could not enter their room without asking first. The roof is a popular place for the 

boys, a place to play cricket (which also means a lot of climbing down to retrieve the ball!), fly 

kites, relax with friends or play board games. Bathrooms are outside in the same building as the 

Childline office. Behind the main building is another building containing an on-site classroom 

and library.  Most of the time I was there (my usual time for visiting was approximately 5:30-

7p.m.), these rooms were locked. 

 Most of the boys who are well go to school every day outside of Child Inn. A few boys do 

not wish to go to school, and a few are physically or mentally unwell or unable to attend. When 

boys first arrive at the home, they usually do not start school right away. One boy had been 

there for months and had not yet started school, and I was told that they needed to wait until 

the beginning of the next school year to enroll him.  Supplementary to formal education, many 

boys also took computer education classes and attended vocational training at Ladli. During my 

time there, a tutor also came in the afternoons to help some of the older boys with their school 

subjects. Additionally, a group also came and taught music lessons to interested boys. This 

appeared to be a new program.  

 There are many different adults who interact with the boys at Child Inn. There are 

wardens, who are in charge of the everyday needs of the boys, getting them ready for school, 

supervision, discipline, etc. The employees of Childline, some of whom are former residents of 

Child Inn, also regularly interact with the children. There are two women who worked in the 

kitchen preparing meals. As a chore, a given boy would help these women with the food 

preparation on his assigned day. There is also an employee who stops by regularly and is in 
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charge of counseling the children and providing medical care. This man was described as a 

father-figure by some children. When I asked, the same boys told me they didn’t feel there was 

a mother-figure at Child Inn, though they do have opportunities to interact with female staff 

members.  

 In addition to those described above, who are all employees of I-India, there are also 

many visitors to Child Inn. Many volunteers, tourists, and people wishing to donate to the 

organization regularly come to the home. While a few of these visitors were Indian, many more 

were foreigners. Most of the visitors I saw would stop by once to tour the facilities, drop off 

donations such as clothes or food, or to play with the children for a few hours. Others, such as 

myself or another young adult from Italy, would spend months volunteering with the children 

in various roles. My interaction with the children consisted of art projects, playing board games 

on the roof, being taught how to fly kites and play cricket by the boys, playing with them in the 

park, or just chatting about various subjects, in addition to the formal interviews I performed 

for my A.I.I.S. language paper (which I have also used here). The last kind of visitors at Child Inn 

were former residents who lived nearby and came back regularly to visit, a couple of whom I 

was able to talk to about their lives and struggles. 

 The overall environment of Child Inn may seem a bit chaotic or overwhelming to a 

visitor. In afternoons and evenings, many boys are playing games outside, running around the 

house, on the roof or at the park. Boys often rough-house with each other, and many times play 

turns to real anger after someone gets hurt. The louder, more aggressive boys tend to take the 

lead, and many shy or insecure boys try to stay out of the fray where they are often the 

subjects of verbal and physical jokes or pranks. Boys with physical problems such as deafness or 
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clubbed feet may be teased. Boys with mental problems can be called crazy, ignored or avoided 

by other boys. All in all, the environment can be wild, in an every-boy-fend-for-himself kind of 

way. 

 Supervision in the afternoons was usually of a relaxed nature, and many employees 

enjoy chatting with each other, drinking tea or asking me questions on the bench outside.  Most 

of the children’s behavior, taunts, and rough-housing, is not dealt with unless someone is 

seriously injured. Striking the children, usually on the head, as ‘crowd control’ is part of this 

supervision, and I witnessed staff hitting children at Ladli as well as in Child Inn. Some children 

told me in a discussion that it was normal for children to be struck by adults: the children didn’t 

think it was right, but had no voice in such matters. Most of the hitting I witnessed did not 

come after a warning and was sometimes directed at a child within immediate reach rather 

than the one disobeying. In addition to hitting, I also witnessed verbal scolding of the children, 

which appeared to have more effect on the children, who often cry or act embarrassed after 

being scolded, while some children would just laugh after being hit. 

 Though I did not witness it during my time there, I was also told that counseling for 

children who may have issues from their past does not take place in a “western” way of sitting 

down and talking about feelings in a room. Rather it occurs through play and the spending of 

time with the children in the boys’ home.  

Medical care seems to happen in a laid-back manner as well, something I have 

witnessed in many other places in India. There is a first aid kit for minor scrapes and colds at the 

center. One child with an infected finger did not receive medicine for a few weeks from the 

time I first noticed it and pointed it out to staff members.  Another child, a recent arrival who 
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had endured terrible physical and sexual abuse, was often left alone on a cot though he could 

not care properly for himself at the time. In this situation, a frequent visitor intervened on the 

child’s behalf.  A deaf boy who had been living there for over two months had not had his 

hearing checked.  Additionally, the children informed me that they did not have toothbrushes, 

though donations were later provided. (See picture 4). 

Section Three: Methodological Issues 

A graduate student or academic working as a participant observer with ‘street children’ 

is a contradiction of terms, in the true sense of the term. I am not a child. Furthermore, I am an 

adult who has grown up in an entirely different environment than the children, which is as 

obvious to them as it is to me. As Hecht argues in his ethnography (Hecht 1998:16), the closest I 

could come to fitting into the organization is as a service worker or staff worker. I was a 

volunteer, albeit a long-term one, and this was clear to the staff as well as the children. 

Additionally, my work, mainly creating art projects, playing games and spending time with the 

children, was markedly different from the work that most of the staff members did, and my 

cultural beliefs on the best ways to encourage children were often at odds with staff members. 

 While most staff members accepted hitting children as a normal form of discipline, I 

grew up in a culture where this is considered socially unacceptable and harmful. The children 

knew that I did not hit anyone, and would not hit them. Additionally, I brought hands-on art 

projects for the children such as creating an ocean with paper sea life on a blue wall, or learning 

how to shade with pencils. Conversely, I did not see other staff members do such projects with 

the children and often times the children’s art I displayed was removed by staff during “clean-

up” between my visits. Other time spent with the children, such as going to the park or playing 
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games on the roof, was shared with a few staff members. Some of the staff were former 

residents, and they would sometimes play cricket with the children. Overall, these differences, 

in addition to my foreign background and non-fluent Hindi language skills, made it impossible 

for me to participate in what was considered to be a proper role of a staff member. 

The language barrier was another possible issue in my research. While I can hold 

everyday conversations, conversing about complex issues can be more difficult when you are 

not yet fluent in a language. To compensate, I chose to write all my formal interview questions 

beforehand and have them evaluated by fluent speakers for errors, lack of clarity, or perceived 

biases. This helped to some extent, but at other times I was unable to catch nuances in speech 

or comments which I could have asked interviewees to further elaborate on. Additionally, my 

response time in asking additional questions impeded the flow of conversation, and it was 

obvious that some interviewees were simplifying their speech or attempting to use more 

English words in their responses. I would explain that I had a voice recorder so they need not 

worry if I was unable to understand every word during the interview itself. I do not doubt that I 

missed opportunities to have interviewees elaborate on some important points. Transcribing 

the interviews does help to some degree to pick up nuances I had missed at the time, though of 

course, the opportunity to ask further questions had passed. 

Finally, I must consider my status as a foreign volunteer as a possible issue in my 

research. The organization works with foreigners at times; it has visitors and funding from many 

places outside of India. Additionally, while many people in India have not met foreign people, 

many have been exposed to the “west” through media, especially films. From all of these areas 

come knowledge and/or assumptions about who foreigners are and what they believe. This can 
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affect the research process as interviewees may answer questions or put forth attitudes that 

they may think suit my purposes. Even if they do not do this, they may have felt less open with 

me, as I was an outsider, and may have felt it necessary to protect their beliefs in some way. 

These sorts of nuances can often be understood during an interview, but it is impossible to tell 

exactly how much someone may be adjusting their answers in this way. For this reason, I 

attempt to examine the interviewees’ statements by juxtaposing them with their actions, to see 

how closely their spoken attitudes match up to their actions in the organization. 

Section Four: Research findings: 

A.) Employee Interviews: 

 I began each interview by asking the employee to describe himself and his role at the 

organization.  I also asked them about their own education levels, their role at the organization, 

and how long they have been involved with I-India. I will refer to the interviewees as follows as I 

discuss the interviews: 

 Adult 1 had completed his post-graduate studies in a nearby university. He had 

participated in the academic world by way of teaching at the university level as well as 

conducting research. He has a Ph.D. and has been working as a high-ranking staff member at I-

India since its inception. 

 Adult 2 has completed his masters as well as bachelors degree for upper primary 

education at a state university. He had worked at I-India for approximately fourteen years and 

had served in a variety of roles within the organization, and now served in an important role as 

a high-ranking staff member. 
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 Adult 3 has completed a Masters in History, and had studied in local universities. He has 

worked at I-India for a shorter amount of time, but did not give an exact figure. He works in a 

role where he interacts directly with the children on a daily basis. While some of the higher 

ranking staff members answered the questions in regards to issues in terms of Indian society in 

general, Adult 3 tended to think more concretely about his role at I-India. 

 Adult 4 is currently finishing his Masters degree. He has been working with I-India for 

less than one year, and his work did not directly involve the children at Child Inn, but instead 

with children in some of the other programs of I-India. Even so, he often was at Child Inn, and 

interacted with the boys frequently. As a new staff member, who may or may not yet be 

familiar with the issues surrounding education, child labor and the organization, I surmised that 

he was somewhat nervous during the interview, and he found it difficult to answer many of the 

questions I put forth. 

 Adult 5 has been working with I-India for almost 10 years. He has a masters in Political 

Science and also studied Rural Development.  He was a higher ranking staff member who also 

directly interacted with the children at Child Inn in a few different roles. 

 I-India’s programs for children include a blend of formal education as well as vocational 

training with direct sale of the items made by children. For this reason, I was curious as to 

employees’ feelings on these two different types of education, which translate most directly 

from Hindi as “formal education (औपचारिक शिक्षा)” and “employment-oriented education 

(िोज़गािपिक शिक्षा)”. I asked: “In your opinion, what’s the difference between formal and 
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employment-oriented education? In your view, is one of these more important for the children 

here or not, and why?” 

 Answers did not vary greatly. Most employees felt that employment-oriented education 

was more important than formal education, a few said both, and none said formal education 

was more important. Adult 5 expressed himself by stating that “…I have a degree, it doesn't 

have any meaning… it’s nothing… It should mean something.  If you have a technical job or 

experience, that is better in my opinion, instead of empty education, that is not important to 

lift you up.”  

Adult 1 had a similar position:  

In our formal education, we are not insuring the skill development… and that is not job 

oriented at all. You can have a big degree but are not sure whether you will have your 

bread and butter through this degree or not. So that is a big problem. But in the 

vocational training program, like in our Ladli’s *jewelry, tailoring and handicraft training 

programs], if our girls are making jewelry, they can earn 200 rupees, 300 rupees 

everyday so they can live comfortable in their life. 

Interestingly, none of the employees equated formal education with finding a job, 

though they all have studied to the level of graduate school and are all currently employed. 

Rather, the main thought that stood out was that since formal education did not help you get a 

job, it was therefore empty or useless. This opinion, coming from gainfully employed men who 

have higher degrees, is especially interesting when compared to a study carried out in the 

western part of the state of Uttar Pradesh. The study found that even among the un/under-

employed men from the groups they examined -  Jats, Chamars, and Muslims, overall men still 

voiced that formal education was important - if not for gaining employment then to create an 



35 

 

‘educated’ appearance - a polite, confident, well-groomed and well-spoken person (Jeffrey, 

Jeffery, and Jeffery: 2008). 

 I also inquired about the I-India business card which reads “An NGO for the rights of 

street and working children”. I asked interviewees what they felt this meant. Since it was 

written in English, some employees could not understand, were confused by the question, or 

chose not to answer this question. But in one case, this led to a discussion about child labor in 

general. During this discussion, Adult 2 told me: 

No, no, child labor is a very wrong thing, but what is child labor? We have to identify it. 
If a child brings a glass of water for you to drink, can this be child labor? If my little 
brother brings me something to drink, then this is not labor. Child labor is that which is 
through compulsion, the compulsion is hidden in that he had to work. That child wants 
his wages, money, but we don’t want that. Nothing should be forced upon him. If the 
child wants to… what’s it called? get an education and do something and earn money 
from that… so he has support, he can do that, we can support him. 
 

 Children can live at the home until they are eighteen years of age. I asked Adult 1 what 

happens if a child is interested in higher education. He told me that  

…it depends child to child. Some children drop out at a very early stage because their 
aptitude is quite different. But if somebody wants to get an education, we give them the 
opportunity to continue until their college or higher secondary school or… [trails off]. 

 

The chart “Formal Educational Status of Boys at Child Inn” gives an idea of how many of the 

boys are engaged in different levels of education. The thirteen boys not currently enrolled in 

formal education include a small handful of students with developmental delays and/or 

physical or mental concerns, as well as boys who are completing vocational training programs 

such as sewing or already working in a field such as sound recording. 
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 Employees often described their relationship with the children as a “partnership.” Adult 

1 told me that I-India follows “the UNICEF global child plan”, which he described as including: 

1. Right to survival 
2. Right to education 
3. Access to healthcare 
4. Right to develop him or herself 
5. Right to protection 

The right to develop him or herself is taken seriously by I-India. From my own observations, it is 

apparent that the children have choices including formal education and a variety of training 

programs. Additionally there is no compulsion for the children to remain at the homes or to 

participate in any of the various programs available. Adult 2 described how he sees the role of 

staff: 

In decisions [about the future of the child] we have a partnership  and we tell our views 

and we carefully listen to the child’s views as well and after listening we invite them… if 

the child’s heart tells him or her to go on to higher education and go forward, and we 

will support him or her. If the child shirks formal education, and says ‘I want to earn 

money, and I can do this with vocational training; I want to be a tailor, I want to be a 

jewelry maker, I want to be a jewelry designer, I want to be a painter.’ So we give 

support in this direction. And seeing a behavioral change in this is the biggest thing. 
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Some children are drug addicts and have a bad kind of behavior. So through motivation, 

counseling; through change we can refine them into good citizens. 

 

At the same time, some staff members mentioned that this ability to create a partnership with 

the children is complicated by two problems. One is the ‘rigid’ social system in India: Adult 1 

laughingly gave the following example:  

We are trying to give opportunity [to the children] to participate in their development 

process. But I can tell you very frankly, that in India it is in a low profile because of the 

system—the social system is so rigid in our society that even at the age of 30, 35, or 40 , 

even today sometimes my father intervenes in my development! 

Adult 1 also told me about some of the difficulties he faced as staff. He said one of the 

most difficult things was when he spent years trying to help a child, but the child still chose to 

go back to the street rather than stay in the children’s home. He told me of one girl who he had 

tried to help for years, but she chose to return to the streets and is now a young mother of 

three illegitimate children.  

The other problem that was often cited was one of resources. As with many NGOs, I-

India has many different funding sources, from larger grants to personal sponsorships. 

Regardless of the funding source, it is often impossible to know how long a particular funding 

source will continue to support the NGO, or how much funding will be available, making long 

term planning difficult.  

 Sometimes the children want, and we also want to give the children a Goa trip or go 

travelling somewhere far on an educational tour to learn something about India, but we 

can only watch a documentary or show them pictures in attempt to satisfy them. 

Sometimes children want admission in a school but there are no resources. We can’t do 

anything. We feel very upset and worried inside. A child wants to be a doctor, but we 

don’t have enough money to have them join coaching, to buy the books for them. We 

don’t have that many resources (Adult 2). 



38 

 

Additionally, Adult 1 stated that: “For the group of street children, I understand that vocational 

training, or job oriented training is very much important… but if some child is really dynamic 

and sharp in his academics, we should give him the opportunity to go for higher education…(my 

emphasis)”. This viewpoint, that formal education should be only for those who are gifted was 

confirmed by others. Adult 2 described the state of education in India at present as the “era of 

competition (competition का युग)”, which seemed a common theme throughout my 

interview sessions. 

The overall feeling I got from my interviews with staff members was that they try to give 

the children many options, but are often curtailed by lack of resources. For example, one day I 

had the opportunity to talk with a young handicapped man who had grown up in the home and 

now lived nearby.  He told me how he had really wanted to go on to higher education, 

especially since his handicap did allow him to move about easily. He recounted his worries that 

this was not a possibility until an outside donor stepped in and promised to sponsor higher 

education for him and aid in other ways to make mobility easier for him.  

While upper ranking staff members seemed more versed in speaking on the issues of 

education, those who worked more one-on-one with the children seemed less aware or 

perhaps less able to express themselves in the setting of an interview.  Regardless, the feeling 

that higher education does not guarantee employment leads the employees to prefer 

vocational training programs as a way for the children in the home to have a successful life. To 

close this section, I will examine some of their hopes for the children: 

My first hope for the children is that this is an entrance into society for them. Other 

children live with their parents. They get toys, they are able to become completely 
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educated, they receive other forms of development… they have a childhood. These 

children should also have that childhood. So first they should have a chance at a happy 

childhood, a happy life, that’s the most important. Second they should have chances to 

develop… and third they should not feel that ‘I don’t have parents’, they should feel that 

we are their parents, and should not, at any time, feel pain… 

I found the above quote from Adult 2 to be rather unique. Whereas others talked about 

children securing their economic future, this was only employee whom I interviewed who 

specifically mentioned that these children should also have a ‘childhood’ (बचपन). It must be 

considered that Adult 2 was the only staff member I interviewed who had specifically studied 

education. Below are some of the more common responses: 

My hope is that these children study… get a good education and they should find good 

jobs in a very good field. I hope that the children can make progress and they should 

become ‘big men’ *someone demanding respect] as this success will also be our name. 

(Adult 3) 

 

[My hope is that c]hildren who are training in sewing can find a job so that they can 

settle in their own house, and keep doing their work, and some children from homes 

can be reunited with their family, and today, somehow or other those children will find 

jobs and their future will be made. (Adult 5) 

 

B.) Child Interviews 

 

I lived with my grandmother. My grandmother beat me. She didn’t give me food. She had 

me sweep and mop the floors. I didn’t like it at home so I ran away… now I live here. After 

two years I got admission in school. Then I started going to school and I started doing the 

sewing work, etc. Before I did not get food and water and I didn’t have clean clothes like 

these at home. Here you can get everything… education, good clothes, good food. 

 

The above quote reflects the opinion of Child 2, but his story is very similar to many others 

at Child Inn. Many boys lost parents and/or lived with extended family members who were 
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unable or unwilling to care for them. Many boys ran away from home, spent a period on the 

streets, and eventually came to I-India. 

Child 1 is a seventeen year old boy who has lived at Child Inn for eight years. He is in 10th 

grade and also participates in the vocational training program in jewelry making. He tells me he 

wants to be a police officer when he grows up, “to serve the country”. 

Child 2 is sixteen years old. He has lived at Child Inn for eight years and is enrolled in the 

6th grade. He participates in the sewing/tailoring program and, like Child 1 (Child 1 and 2 

participated in many joint discussions with me) he wants to be a police officer when he grows 

up. 

Child 3 is sixteen years old and in the 9th grade. He has lived at Child Inn for two years, 

participates in the jewelry-making and computer education programs, and wishes to be an 

accountant when he grows up. He would like to study up to the 12th grade. 

Child 4 is not actually a child; he is now twenty years old. He lived at Child Inn for ten 

years and currently resides in a rented room nearby. He did not go to school, and tells me he is 

illiterate, but he participated in the sewing/tailoring program and currently works as a security 

guard. Before coming to Child Inn, he worked as a child laborer in a tea stall.  

Child 5 is thirteen years old and has lived at Child Inn for six years. He is in the 10th grade 

and would like to study until the 12th grade. He aspires to be a painter, and tells me he 

participates in the sewing/tailoring vocational program for pocket-money. 

Though some of the boys lived at Child Inn because one or both of their parents have 

passed on and had in fact lived with an intact family at some point in their life,  none of them 

told me that they went to school while at home (though it is probable that Child 3 participated 
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in formal school before his arrival at Child Inn). Child 5 told me, while comparing life now to life 

before coming to Child Inn: 

My life at that time was very different because at that time I lived with my mommy and 

papa and now I don’t. *pauses+ There shouldn’t be a difference because here we also 

live like we have a mom and dad and…  When I was at home I did not study or work I 

just lived with my mom and dad but after coming here I was able to make it so I could 

have my desires fulfilled. 

 

This quote reflects the positive language with which the children refer to I-India and 

Child Inn. They described having their material needs fulfilled (e.g., food and clothing) as well as 

having the opportunity to participate in school. These positive statements were usually 

expressed near the beginning of the interview, and while the children seemed to speak these 

statements from their heart, it was apparent that they had some concerns regarding I-India as 

well.  It was my observation that they felt more reluctant to express their concerns. This 

reluctance seemed firmly planted in their awareness of how much I-India had given them and 

they often seemed quite uncomfortable discussing their misgivings. 

For example, during an interview with Child 2 (with Child 1 sitting in) we discussed 

career goals. He told me he wanted to be a Police Officer. I thought this was interesting, as I 

knew he was participating in the sewing program. I asked him:  

“You don’t want to be a tailor? You are studying sewing.”  

Child 2: “No.” 

LR: “What’s more important for this career (police officer)? School, or practice, like the 

sewing room, or are both important?” 

Child 2: Going to school. 

LR: “Why?” 

Child 2: “Right now I’m studying and after doing that I’ll become a police officer.” 

LR: “How does one become a police officer? Is there a test or…?” 

Child 2: [with confidence] “It’s alright, no problem.” 
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LR: “If it is possible would you like to go to higher education, such as a Masters, MPhil, 

or PhD?” 

Child 2: “Yeah” 

Child 1: “I would want to do an MA if there is money... [trails off]” 

Child 2: “If the I-India people will teach me then…” 

 

Immediately after this dialogue the boys requested that I turn the voice recorder off. 

After doing so both boys felt more relaxed voicing their feelings on the matter of higher 

education. They told me that it is too difficult to go on to higher education because they can 

only stay at Child Inn until they are eighteen years old and that I-India does not usually give 

money for these pursuits. They often have family members who will depend on them and their 

income when they leave I-India so they must immediately get a paying job upon leaving I-India. 

 Most boys felt that school was more important. Some felt both school and vocational 

training were important, but regarded the vocation classes more as backup than the primary 

career path. The one exception was Child 3, who stated that he wanted to be an accountant. He 

participated in the computer training program, which would help him gain some the skills he 

needed for accounting. Yet we must consider that the computer training program works more 

as a compliment to formal education, and would most likely aid a child in getting a office-type 

job, whereas the other vocational programs emphasize artisan-type careers. 

This attitude towards the vocational programs is evident in their career choices as well. 

None of the boys mentioned that they would use the skills learned from their vocational classes 

towards their career goals. For example, the young man (Child 4) was currently working but not 

utilizing his learned vocational skills. Child 5 told me that “I like going to sewing class because I 

get pocket money.” In fact, most of the interviewees’ career aspirations required formal 
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education. While Child 3 and 5 said they would be like to continue with school until 12th pass, 

Child 1 and 2 expressed interest in college or beyond, if it were possible. 

The concept that formal education gives not just preparation for white collar work, but 

also an educated style of behavior (Jeffrey, Jeffery, and Jeffery: 2008) can be affirmed by my 

interactions with children at the N.G.O.  I noted a marked difference in the behavior, 

confidence, assertiveness between the children who did and did not attend formal school. Child 

1 and 2, two of the oldest boys at Child Inn, spoke to me with a style of confidence and 

assertiveness that surprised me. They were not afraid to question me, and some boys asked me 

to explain my project and what I was going to do with the interviews. They contributed their 

own ideas on my topic, and did not seem at all uncomfortable sharing their own opinions with a 

researcher on complicated social issues. This behavior was typical of many of the older boys at 

Child Inn who attended school and I was able to discuss a variety of subjects during informal 

conversation and activity time. 

Child 4, on the other hand, as well as other boys I interacted with at I-India, showed a 

lack of self-confidence in talking with me, especially in sharing their opinions. Some of the 

children seemed to accept that an illiterate person’s opinions are not as important, and many 

of the boys who did not go to school showed shame or embarrassment when discussing this 

with me.  Many of these boys also displayed body language that indicated they were 

uncomfortable in expressing their opinions and ideas with me. This body language included 

avoiding eye contact, fidgeting, shrugging, speaking quietly or facing away when speaking with 

me.  Overall, these boys seemed to exhibit a low self-worth. 
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During one of my visits I was talking to a resident of Child Inn who was wearing a button 

down shirt that I had mistaken for a school uniform. When I asked him about his school, he 

quickly corrected me, and told me he did not go to school. When I asked him why he did not 

attend school his response was to shrug, turn away from me and to quickly switch to another 

subject. Child 4 also seemed to lack self-confidence and decision-making skills, which seemed 

apparent in his body language and his voice quality. When we discussed careers, he seemed 

very melancholy and lost about his choices, and often looked to be on the verge of tears. He 

didn’t have a plan or goal, and was just hoping that some kind of job would come his way.  

 To conclude, I found that the boys who I interviewed at Child Inn were quick to praise I-

India, and very grateful for the opportunities it provided them. At the same time, they 

recognized the lack of resources, especially for higher education, but were more reluctant to air 

their concerns. One of the biggest concerns was the difficulties for boys attaining the age of 

eighteen when they would have to leave I-India and most likely discontinue their schooling. 

While all the boys participated in vocational training programs, they seemed to focus more on 

formal schooling, and their aspirations included more white-collar or government jobs than 

artisan careers. The boys seemed to enjoy their vocational programs, but often described it as 

something that was a ‘back-up’ in case they could not secure another job, or simply for pocket 

money. Through interviews and participant observation, I found that boys who participated in 

formal schooling where more confident, self-assured and willing to discuss their ideas, whereas 

many boys who did not attend school seemed to have low self-esteem and were less confident 

about their future plans and career. 

Conclusions 
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 I-India, an NGO trying to maximize benefits for the most children in need that they can 

reach, does not have sufficient resources to create nurtured childhoods for the children of Child 

Inn. At the same time, it does not simply accept that all the street children under their care 

should be nurturing children. Rather, their organizational practices fall somewhere in-between 

these two definitions. Programs, such as Ladli, place children as nurturers: learning a skill that 

helps fund the organization and gives them some spending money. Formal education is also 

offered, to the limit of resources, and classes such as computer classes and extra tutoring are 

also made available for the children. 

 I-India is an NGO affected by many greater issues which make their work more difficult. 

Government schools, even if there are no fees, are not free in the sense that books, uniforms, 

and after-schooling tutoring are an unfunded necessity. Children in India who become lost, 

orphaned, or who run away from home are often left to languish in the streets. Children with 

drug addictions or mental health problems are often difficult to protect, since it is easy for them 

to disappear back into the streets and the dangerous lifestyles. The government and many 

organizations neither have a hard line on child labor, nor the willingness or ability to provide 

universal and equal education. Many organizations participate in child labor through vocational 

training programs, such as Ladli, which sell the children’s creations to help fund their 

organization. But in the case of I-India, it is also true that these vocational programs do not 

engage in compulsion, but rather rely on the child’s own interest in learning. 

 Additionally, it is interesting to point out the ambivalence that the employees of I-India 

felt towards formal education. It was expressed again and again, that a degree does not 

guarantee a job, and that formal education does not teach much that has to do with securing a 
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job in the practical world. Problems within the formal education system have created a 

situation where organizations such as I-India must create alternative vocational programs to 

address the shortfalls of formal education.  

Conversely, the children interviewed seemed to perceive that formal education would 

provide them a better career path. They looked to vocational skills as a backup if their preferred 

career path was not realized. The children, unlike the adults, did not see formal education as 

empty, but rather as a gateway to opportunity. While four of the five employees, all with higher 

education, did not mention an ‘educated’ set of behaviors as a positive outcome of formal 

education, the children of Child Inn who participated in formal education showed higher self-

esteem and confidence than those who participated only in the vocational training programs. 

 It is true that I-India, as an NGO that works with street and slum children, does not 

adopt a strict standard for universal formal education and against child labor. But, just like 

many poor and lower middle class families who live in India, they must make decisions every 

day, and these decisions cannot be based purely on ideology, but on the considerations of 

everyday life. Just as a family will limited resources must, they must consider issues and decide: 

“How can this limited amount of money best be utilized in this environment?” For I-India this 

includes a combination of formal education and vocational training, which, to a frustrated child 

with big dreams, or an academic trying to look at the big picture, may not be the ideal. 

Rather than suggesting that I-India accepts an ideology that children from lower class 

backgrounds deserve less than other children, I argue that the inherent system of inequality in 

the school system contributes more to I-India’s policy of including a variety of formal and 

vocational options for children.  Until the greater issues of inequality in the education system 
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and child labor laws are addressed, NGOs such as I-India (who try to reach as many children as 

possible with limited resources) will continue to utilize a variety of plans in attempt to create 

the best outcome for the children. 

 I will leave you with a quote from one articulate boy. It was spoken to me during a 

discussion with him about poor families in India and their views on education. I believe it 

reflects the decisions made by millions of families every day in India, and represents the 

impetus behind a great deal of NGO policy as well: 

“Let me put it this way: If you wake up in the morning and today you can choose either 

to eat or go to school, which one will you choose?” 
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 Picture 1: Two older boys rough-house with a staff member (right) on the front bench. 

 

Picture 2: Children pose with a staff member (center) and volunteer (back) on the front bench. 
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Picture 3: The researcher with some of the oldest boys at Child Inn. 

 

Picture 4: A resident of Child Inn poses with his new toothbrush. 


