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‘Shed’, ‘shed makkalu’, and differentiated schooling: 
narratives from an Indian city
Vijitha Rajan

Faculty Member, School of Education, Azim Premji University, Bangalore, India

ABSTRACT
‘Shed makkalu’ (literally translated as ‘shed children’) is a phrase 
frequently used by NGO functionaries to identify children (from 
temporarily migrating families) living in ‘shed’ houses (made of 
either tarpaulin or tin sheets) situated in the squatter settlements 
of the Indian city of Bangalore. Temporary migrants in India belong 
to marginalised socio-economic strata of society and face multiple 
inequalities in both source and destination areas. This article 
focusses on the socio-spatial marginalisation of temporary migrant 
children in the city as an important identity dimension through 
which migrant children and their education were engaged with in 
the city. It explores the categories of ‘shed’ and ‘shed makkalu’ as 
vantage points to understand the socio-spatial marginalisation of 
migrant children in the city and how children themselves engage 
with their marginal locales in the city and its schools. This article 
draws on existing critiques around the theoretical canons of multi-
ple childhood(s) and children’s agency to highlight that while 
migrant children actively engage with uncertain and erratic con-
texts of mobility and their marginal locations in the city, the struc-
tural conditions of development and education that shape their 
experiences of schooling should not be overlooked.
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Introduction

This is the big room for my parents. This is the kitchen, and this is the drawing room. It has doors 
on both sides. This is my grand parents’ room. And this is mine and my sisters.’ On the top, this is 
the space to keep clothes for drying. This is not like our ‘jhopdi’ (‘shed’).

The above description was given by Anita, an eight-year-old migrant child in the city of 
Bangalore, about the toy house she built using lego blocks in the NGO school. The 
imaginary house that she built during her everyday play with friends in the school was 
unlike the one room ‘shed house’ (made of tarpaulin or tin sheets) in the squatter 
settlement of the city that she and her family inhabited (see Figure 1). She explained to 
me how the latter did not qualify as a ‘good house’ that she imagined and aspired for. 
Conversations with Anita and other migrant children constantly brought out how migrant 
families’ socio-spatial locations in the city shape their identity and belonging in the city. 
These also show that questions of social inequalities and marginalisation are central to 
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how migrant children perceive themselves and the neighbourhoods they inhabit (Sime 
2017). While inhabiting the ‘shed’ was central to children’s identity and belonging in the 
city, NGO functionaries frequently used the phrase ‘shed makkalu’ (literally translated as 
‘shed children’) to identify migrant children living in ‘shed’ houses. The identity construct 
of ‘shed makkalu’ was also used in educational policy and practice to legitimise the 
substandard schooling (or no schooling) that these children have access to in the 
Indian educational landscape.

Research in India shows that children on the margins are constructed as educationally 
deprived, lacking, and uneducable in the dominant discourses of education and devel-
opment (Dalal 2015; Velaskar 2005). Such discourses of lack and educability construct 
children from marginalised communities as ‘non-epistemic’ beings (Batra 2015, 4) and as 
responsible for their learning failures (Dalal 2015). Furthermore, it has a detrimental 
impact on children’s educational experiences (Balagopalan and Subrahmanian 2003). 
For instance, Yunus (2022) in her research with urban poor in an Indian city discusses 
how the identity category of ‘labour class’, which reflects intersections of caste and class, 
is often used by teachers to refer to children from working-class backgrounds and 
resulted in perceptions around marginalised children as ‘unteachable’ and their families 
as ‘irresponsible’ and ‘uninterested’ in children’s schooling (p.110). This article contributes 
to the body of literature that problematises such constructions around marginalised 
families and children.

Elsewhere, I have argued how the spatiotemporally immobile schooling system in the 
Indian context is in fundamental disenfranchises with the lived realities of migrant child-
hoods and therefore educationally disfranchises them (Rajan 2020b). This article focusses 
on the construct of ‘shed makkalu’ as situated in the aforesaid landscape of schooling, 
how migrant children themselves engage with it, and the ways in which it shapes 
educational imaginations for marginal children in contemporary India. In the first section 
of the article, I lay out the structural locations of temporary migrants in the Indian context 
and highlight their socio-spatial marginalisation in urban areas. Furthermore, I draw upon 
existing critiques around the theoretical canons of multiple childhood(s) and children’s 
agency to highlight that while migrant children actively engage with uncertain and erratic 
contexts of mobility and their marginal locations in the city, the structural conditions of 
development and education that shape their experiences of schooling cannot be over-
looked. In the second section, I briefly share the context of the study and its participants 

Figure 1. Children’s constructions of ‘real’ and ‘ideal’ houses. Source: field data.
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and some ethical considerations of doing ethnographic research with marginalised 
children in Global South. In the three sections that follow, data from fieldwork is discussed 
through narratives around children’s socio-spatial locations in the city, how children 
engage with their marginal locales, and in what ways the category of shed and shed 
makkalu shapes the construction and provision of educational opportunities by the state 
and NGOs in the city.

Structural locations of temporary migrants and agential imperatives of 
children

Continuing the colonial legacy of modernisation and development, the Nehruvian dream 
in post-independent India constructed the village as a ‘waiting room’, that is antithetical 
to the city and its industrial modernity (Parry 2003, 247). Breman (1996, 1) argues that 
though policies based on such ‘economic dualism’ facilitated labour transition ‘from field 
to factory’ and massive migration of people ‘from rural to urban areas’, the conceptualisa-
tion of both the village and the urban informal sector as ‘waiting rooms’ for unskilled rural 
workers has remained a fallacy in the Indian context. This is because increased casualisa-
tion and informalisation of labour that occurred after the LPG (liberalisation, privatisation, 
and globalisation) phase in the 1990s have made the living and working conditions of 
migrants more exploitative and vulnerable, particularly of those situated in contexts of 
temporary ‘footloose’ migration. Temporary footloose migrants are those who circulate 
between villages and cities throughout the year and are unable to get sustainable 
livelihood and foothold in both the village and the city and thereby lead transient and 
marginalised lives (Chu and Michael 2019).

Structural factors such as changing dynamics of the agrarian context, environmental 
factors, uneven regional variations, rural–urban divide, the exclusionary nature of neolib-
eral urbanisation processes, socioeconomic inequality, and informalisation of labour 
shape the experiences of temporary migrants in both source and destination areas (see 
Keshri and Bhagat 2012; Mishra 2016; Srivastava 2011). As opposed to permanent and 
semi-permanent forms of migration, temporary migration, which is seasonal, short term, 
and circular in nature, is found to be undertaken by poorer and socially marginalised 
sections of the society such as those belonging to low monthly per-capita income (MPCE) 
quintile classes and Scheduled Caste (SC) and Scheduled Tribe (ST) communities. 
Furthermore, village studies across India show that there is a significant increase in the 
number of people undertaking temporary migration for work and are entangled in new 
forms of labour bondage in contemporary India (Breman 2010). Temporary migrants 
increasingly come to depend upon agents, brokers, and contractors, as the state and 
the law fail to protect their rights (Mosse, Gupta, and Shah 2005).

Such systemic denial of rights, welfare, and resources to migrants by state is also 
caused by their other intersecting identities based on caste, class ethnicity, gender, and 
religion (Deshingkar 2022). These structural locations of temporary migrants shape their 
experiences of poverty, inequality, and marginalisation in the city. Scholars have argued 
that the neoliberal city in contemporary India has transformed into an ‘extraction site’, 
and the poor migrant stands at the centre of its paradoxes (Samaddar 2015, 54). This 
reflects the marginal location of poor migrants despite their substantial contribution to 
the growth and development of the city. On the one hand, though many migrants come 
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to the city with hopes towards social mobility and better livelihood options, patterns of 
migrants’ access to space are highly unequal in many Indian cities, which in turn reflects 
intersecting forms of marginality in social, political, economic, cultural, and ecological 
realms. On the other hand, active negotiations of migrants expose the discursive ‘contra-
dictions of their liminal status in the city’ in opposition to ‘peripheral’ and ‘parasitic’ 
perceptions around migrants and their marginal locations in the city (Woronov 2004, 
301). Hence, it is important not to trivialise urban spaces either as fully resisting or as 
constrained by structural conditions of precarious labour, displacement, and discrimina-
tion (Aceska, Heer, and Kaiser-Grolimund 2019) but understand the spatial question as 
central to questions around right to the city and its resources such as education 
(Nambissan 2021). Scholars have argued that spatial restructuring and the resulting socio- 
economic and political marginalisation and marking out poor in Indian cities have 
worsened post the LPG phase in the 1990s (Tukdeo and Mali 2021; Nambissan 2017). In 
the context of Bangalore, Tukdeo and Mali (2021) argue that urban development policies 
after the 2000s were largely focussed around global imaginations of infrastructure and 
entrepreneurialism such as building flyovers, airports, roads, and buildings, instead of 
housing, natural resources, and sanitation. Furthermore, she argues from her observations 
of two dislocated neighbourhoods that are moved into resettlement colonies that con-
structions of places where children live as inadequate and unstable significantly mark 
their success or failure at school.

This article engages with this problematic through children’s negotiations and agential 
engagements because migrant experiences have largely been explored in research, 
policy, and practice through an adult male-centric perspective, which in turn constructs 
children (and women) merely as vulnerable, passive followers of men, dependents, or left- 
behind (Gatt et al. 2016). This is evident from dominant theorisations around migration 
that have engaged with children either as economic liabilities to migrant parents or as 
cheap labour for capitalist economy but not as social actors having experiences and 
perspectives in their own right. While migrant children face numerous barriers in the city 
such as lack of opportunities for social networking and civic participation, confinement to 
the domestic space, and adult fears around safety, how children and young people 
navigate, negotiate, and engage with their structural locations has received limited 
attention (Sime 2017). This article’s focus on migrant children’s socio-spatial marginalisa-
tion in the city and their active negotiation and engagement with their marginal locations 
is based on the premise of a middle ground where children’s marginal locations and their 
agential engagement are not isolated from each other but are in turn relational. Building 
on existing critical literature around Western normative framing of universal childhood, 
multiple childhoods, and children’s agency, this article looks at migrant children’s agency 
and structural locations as mutually constitutive of each other.

While since last two decades various criticisms have emerged in the Indian context 
reiterating the hegemonising and exclusionary tendencies of Western framings of child-
hood (see, for example, Kumar 2016; Raman 2000; Vasanta 2004; Balagopalan 2011; 
Nieuwenhuys 2009), more recently studies have also begun to question the frameworks 
of multiple childhood and romanticised versions of children’s agency (see Nieuwenhuys 
2008). For instance, offering a postcolonial critique, Balagopalan (2018) demonstrates 
how discourses of multiple childhoods simultaneously hold exploitative liberal under-
pinnings. She argues how colonial modernity built multiple child figures on existing 
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cultural constructions of childhood in India. In this frame, marginal native children were 
constructed as ‘incapable of inhabiting universal, singular shared threshold of child-
hood’ (p.39). Furthermore, various scholars in childhood studies caution us about the 
limits of privileging children’s agency and voices without adequate definitional clarity, 
conceptual rigour, and reflexivity while studying and theorising children’s lives (Tisdall, 
Kay, and Punch 2012; Gleason 2016; Spyrou 2011). Such constructions of agency 
following development of social construction of childhoods and multiple childhoods 
have often been employed as ‘mantras’ (Tisdall, Kay, and Punch 2012, p.7) or ‘obligatory 
act of faith’ (Nieuwenhuys 2013, 6) by scholars of childhood studies and other allied 
disciplines.

Many contemporary scholars of childhood see the possibility of going beyond 
ironclad and dichotomous conceptual categories (that ignores the ‘messier in- 
between’) within and beyond childhood studies to understand children’s lives and 
experiences wherein relationality, contextuality, and macro-level structural constraints 
of children’s lives and agency are given their due place (Tisdall, Kay, and Punch 2012; 
Gleason 2016, 448). For example, in order to navigate the deadlock between universality 
and relativity in children’s rights, Imoh (2011) argues that it is essential to formulate 
a ‘middle ground’, where children themselves live their lives. This, she argues, would in 
turn facilitate better means of dialogue and community participation. Analysing 
dichotomies such as agency/structure, nature/culture, and being/becoming in the 
modernist sociology of childhood, Prout (2011, 8) explains that dichotomies such as 
these ‘exclude all that lies beneath and between them, effacing their mutual depen-
dence and occluding important features about the way in which contemporary child-
hoods are constructed’. He argues that it is necessary to include the aforesaid ‘excluded 
middle’ to understand the complex phenomenon of childhood. Drawing upon the 
aforesaid critiques around the theoretical canons of multiple childhood(s) and children’s 
agency and middle ground(s) in understanding migrant children’s experiences, this 
article argues that structural locations of migrants’ socio-spatial marginalisation and 
children’s own agential engagement with the margins are central to questions of 
exclusion and discrimination in sites of education.

Research design and some ethical considerations

The main objectives of the present study were to explore migrant children’s everyday 
experiences of living, working, playing, and making sense of place in the city; under-
stand their experiences and aspirations of schooling; and know how developmental 
agencies such as the state and the NGOs engage with the educational inclusion of 
migrant children in the city. Fieldwork for the study was spread over 13 months, 
between January 2017 and May 2018 in the city of Bangalore (located in the South 
Indian state of Karnataka), which is also a locus for migrant workers from both within 
the state and outside. Most families of the child participants of the study undertook 
temporary forms of migration wherein they moved frequently and erratically between 
their villages and the city or between different informal work sites within the city for 
livelihood. The families belonged to marginalised caste and religious communities such 
as Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Muslims. Intra-state migrants came from 
drought-ridden North-Karnataka districts such as Gulbarga, Raichur, and Yadgir; 
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interstate migrants largely came from states of Andhra Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, and West 
Bengal. Temporary migrants hardly had access to basic resources such as housing, 
sanitation, and water in the city; and children’s educational access was affected in 
both source villages and Bangalore city.

The educational district of Bangalore South, where the research sites were situated, is 
also known to be having the highest number of out-of-school children in Karnataka on 
account of migration. I interacted with approximately 88 migrant children − 53 females 
and 35 males, majority belonging to the age group of 7–12 years – across three different 
NGO sites, visited their settlements, and interacted with most of their families. Apart from 
observations and conversations with migrant children, who are the primary participants, 
and their families, classroom observations in NGO sites and conversations with NGO and 
state education functionaries were also part of the fieldwork. Data was collected using 
ethnographic methods – participant observation and informal conversations in children’s 
every day spaces of living, learning, and labouring. Initial data cleaning, coding, and 
organising were done through the qualitative data analysis software ATLAS.ti, and in 
later stages, manual analysis of categories and themes was done for a nuanced engage-
ment with data.

Elsewhere, I have laid out the methodological implications of employing Western 
frameworks around universal/multiple childhoods and children’s agency for otherising 
marginal childhoods in Global South research (Rajan 2020a). Here, I further elaborate 
upon this problematic by highlighting some of the ethical negotiations in the field. An 
important ethical requirement of doing research is obtaining consent from the 
research participants. While I obtained formal verbal consent from the NGO manage-
ment by submitting a letter from the university, which in turn gave me the licence to 
be present in the NGO schools and interact with children who attend these schools, 
obtaining direct consent from children was complicated for many reasons. In the 
Indian context, it is institutions like family and school that make decisions on children’s 
behalf. When it comes to poor children, this hierarchy is all the more evident, as along 
with the family and the school, developmental actors like the state and NGOs also 
claim ownership and responsibility. On the one hand, these are accommodations that 
researchers in Global South make – though contradicting standard procedures of 
ethical guidelines – these do raise critical questions about the placement of children’s 
agency in the course of one’s research. For instance, how may such accommodations 
render marginalised children exotic ‘subjects of the ethnographic gaze’ (Balagopalan 
2014, 7)?

The following words of an NGO teacher reflect how this problematic get actually 
manifested during the course of fieldwork. During one of the classroom interactions, 
the teacher talked about me to the children, elaborating upon my purpose of observing 
the classroom. In her own words,

. . . her (the researcher’s) research topic is children like you. What are the problems that you 
face? Are you able to do something in life? What are your parents doing? How is organization 
such as ours helping children like you? All these details she will collect. That is why she is 
coming for so many days. Sometimes she comes with you to your homes, right? And when 
you do naughty things, she will note down that also. If you speak bad words, she will note 
down that too. So, don’t think that she is just sitting here quietly. She is noting down 
everything about you.
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In the above situation, altering my projected image as a judgemental adult researcher 
involved multiple and long-term processes such as hanging out with children and their 
families in their settlements, having sincere and open-minded conversations, facilitating, 
and helping them with school learning and gradually creating a relationship of trust.

Such engagement is in many ways mediated through the researcher’s own personal 
and social subject positions. For instance, my growing up in a working-class family and my 
parents’ experiences of labour in the informal sector have enabled me to construct 
a critical perspective towards social exclusion of marginalised communities and thereby 
engage with them in empathetic and socially just ways. Yet, my current appearance as an 
educated middle-class woman with short hair, not wearing any cultural symbols of 
marriage (such as a mangal sutra or a toe ring), often resulted in families perceiving me 
as an outsider who do not share their socio-cultural and economic locations. There were 
instances when families offered me food and drinks in vessels that were exclusively kept 
for ‘big (upper caste) people’ or ‘privileged guests’. Some families were hesitant about 
sharing sensitive information such as exploitation by their labour contractors for they 
feared I would report them to the contractors, which might in turn result in loss of their 
jobs. While such hindrances to establishing a full-fledged rapport with participants 
continued, there were also identity axes that enabled access to participants more than 
what I hoped for in the fieldwork. For instance, my gender identity as a woman often 
facilitated access to women’s and children’s domestic spaces where they interacted with 
me much more informally and freely. Similarly, my access to spaces in one of the NGOs 
was far easier for most of its founder members were my friends and acquaintances.. At the 
same time, two other NGOs where I did not have this personal relationship encouraged 
only professional and formal engagement and were even suspicious at times about me 
learning the inside workings of the NGOs.

The everyday negotiations that the researcher have in the field are thus embedded in 
networks of social relationships that constitute the field which are in turn mediated 
through hierarchies such as teacher-student, adult-child, and researcher-participant. The 
migrant child on the margins of the city – who stand at the intersection of marginalised 
caste and class locations – get constructed here as objects of developmental work, devoid 
of agency, to be observed and studied. While the researcher enters the field with an 
‘obligatory faith’ around children’s agency, establishing non-patronising rapport and 
relationships with participants inhabiting the margins of the city within such dominant 
framing is an ongoing process of negotiation and meaning making for the researcher as 
well as the participants.

The ‘shed’ and socio-spatial marginalisation of migrants in the city

As indicated earlier, migrant groups are marginalised not only economically through 
insecure work and poor pay in the city but also socially through residential segregation, 
lack of political capital, and limited informal networks of support (Sime 2017). In Indian 
cities, as elsewhere, the relationship between migrant labour and urban space is so 
complex that thousands of migrant labourers simultaneously develop the city and occupy 
its squalors. In Bangalore too, migrants, along with urban poor and other marginalised 
groups, living in segregated and under-resourced informal settlements are a common 
sight.
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The size of migrant settlements where the participants of the current study lived 
varies significantly, ranging from around 20 people in smaller settlements to more 
than a thousand people in larger settlements. These majorly fall under two cate-
gories. The first kind is located in privately owned land, where families pay rent 
ranging from 300 to 2000 rupees to the landowners depending on the size of the 
shed. The second kind is located in labour camps and construction sites, where the 
rent is either paid to the contractor or included in the wage. Apart from squatter 
settlements and labour camps, a small proportion of families live in one/two room 
houses. Most of these houses have sheet or concrete roofs, with rent ranging from 
2000 to 5000 rupees depending on the size of the rooms. While families living in 
squatter settlements and labour camps are employed in more vulnerable informal 
labour sectors such as construction work or waste picking, those lived in the third 
category of houses are engaged in slightly better off informal-sector jobs such as 
driving, painting, domestic work, or as security guards.

An average shed in the squatter settlement and labour camp measures 4/5 feet, 
just enough space for the family to sleep, cook, and store their minimal belongings 
including food and groceries. Most settlements clearly lack basic infrastructure as 
well as access to resources. For instance, families do not have access to clean water, 
electricity, waste disposal, and other sanitation facilities. Only some labour camps 
and settlements are seen having access to solar-powered electricity and makeshift 
bathrooms. Everyday activities such as bathing and washing clothes and vessels are 
done in open and unhygienic spaces in and around the settlements. Open defaeca-
tion (in the gutters, behind the bushes, along the railway tracks, or in other secluded 
spaces) is the only option available for most families. Women and young girls are 
most affected by the lack of sanitation facilities. Such living of everyday domestic life 
under the public gaze is central to migrants’ experience of substandard housing in 
the city (Jha and Kumar 2016). The life of migrant families thus operates through the 
politics of visibility and invisibility that ensures the spectral presence of migrants in 
the economy along with their absence in the formal organisation of social and 
political life in the city (Samaddar 2020). Migrant families’ living conditions are 
further exacerbated by the apathetic attitude of other stakeholders in migrant lives 
such as landowners, contractors, builders, and the state. Many families attested to 
how private landowners ensure that migrants’ occupation of their land is temporary. 
Landowners strictly control the everyday activities of migrant families and impose 
restrictions on the usage and maintenance of space such as not being allowed to dig 
a bore well or apply for electricity or water connection using the land address. This is 
done primarily to prevent migrant families from legally using the address proof in 
future to claim tenancy rights. This, in turn, makes it difficult for families to apply for 
identity cards or address proofs in the city that could help them avail of state 
subsidies and entitlements. Many labour contractors acknowledged that builders do 
not want to keep the labourers (especially women and children) on the work site, as 
that would involve legal obligations such as providing facilities for housing and 
crèches. The shed therefore is not only a physical location that migrants inhabit 
but symbolises the larger structural context of their precarity and exclusion in the 
city.
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Children’s constructions of the classed ‘other’

Holistic frameworks around understanding the experiences of communities living on the 
margins of the city with respect to their residential segregation, stigmatisation, exclu-
sionary citizenship, and marginalised social locations (Aceska, Heer, and Kaiser-Grolimund 
2019) are yet to be developed. In particular, understanding how children are situated in 
unequal and segregated urban areas without access to basic resources and state entitle-
ments is an emerging area of research (Sime 2017). Observations from the current study 
bring out children’s experiences in the city from the vantage point of their socio-spatial 
marginalisation in the city for it is seen to significantly shape their identity construction, 
belonging, and agential engagement in the city.

Child participants in the study constantly spoke about their ideas and aspirations 
around ‘good house’. Children would often warn me during the walk towards their 
‘shed’ that their house in the city is not good and that I would not like it. For instance, 
one child asked me when I visited his squatter settlement, inhabited largely by rag 
picking families, ‘seeing all these, do you feel good about this place? I am not feeling 
good about this place. I do not like living here. One has to live in a city locality’. 
Despite being physically located in the city, children were aware how they belonged 
to the peripheries and not the mainstream of the city. Their marginal locations in the 
city had implications for their everyday lives in the city, which were often gendered. 
For instance, it was girls who often shared inconvenience and fear about lack of 
access to resources and safety in shed houses such as having to go to toilet in open 
spaces, begging for water with neighbours living in apartment house, and not being 
able to wear good clothes and ornaments for fear of thieves who target shed houses.

In other instances, parents were heard to be telling their children to study well so 
that they can build a ‘good house’ later. Children in their everyday make-believe play in 
the NGO schools or in the half-built construction sites where their parents laboured 
imaginatively constructed spacious and differentiated rooms like the bedroom, bath-
room, and kitchen, which they aspired to have in the future house. Living in a ‘good 
house’ thus seemed central to the process of how migrant children make sense of 
place and belonging in the city. Figure 1 illustrates Anita’s construction (as described in 
the introductory quote) of the ‘real’ house she inhabited in the city and the ‘ideal’ 
house she desired to inhabit. Their ‘aspirational’ homes invariably were made of 
concrete and had multiple rooms and facilities comparable to a middle-class house.

On the one hand, having to inhabit ‘shed’ houses in the margins of the city, migrant 
children saw themselves as the ‘other’ in the city who are socially and spatially excluded 
from the city’s infrastructure and resources. On the other hand, for migrant children, the 
privileged, who do not have to inhabit the margins of the city, is the classed ‘other’ from 
whose space they are excluded. This indicates how experiences in marginal socio-spatial 
locations of the city are closely connected to ‘their relationship with what lies outside of 
them’ (Castañeda (2012) as cited in Aceska, Heer, and Kaiser-Grolimund 2019, 6). 
Constructions of ‘us’ and ‘them’ based on the physical spaces that people inhabit are 
manifested in many of the observations and conversations with migrant families and 
children. The following conversation with Lingamma (a 24-year-old migrant woman, 
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previously worked as a domestic help, now taking care of her two children), Kavitha 
(Lingamma’s neighbour and a 12-year-old migrant child working as domestic help), and 
Tulasi (11-year-old, Kavitha’s sister and out-of-school) illustrates the point. 

Lingamma: Where are you staying? Rented room or building?

I: I stay in a hostel; It is like a rented room.

Lingamma: Which water do you drink? Is it Kaveri water (provided by the city water supply 
board)?

Tulasi: She must be having filter water.

I: Yes, there is a common water filter in the hostel I stay.

Kavitha: You are so lucky. To buy water, its costs us two rupees per pot. It is good that you 
have a water filter. For us we must beg for each pot of water. For you, water comes to where 
you are. We must look for it. It is so difficult for us. You should not get born as poor people. It is 
our fate. If you are in building (house), you get everything. Otherwise, you must wander like 
us. It is difficult to carry heavy pots with water all the way back to the settlement.

I: I can imagine that. It is not fair.

Lingamma: How do you cook? You might be having all facilities in the kitchen, gas stove, 
cooker, and mixer.

I: I have an electric stove, have not got gas stove yet. Cooker and mixer, I have.

Lingamma: We also have it in our homes in village. Here there is no electricity in the shed 
and mixer cannot be used. Cooker will get spoilt here. When we were in Kengeri (another part 
of the city) last year, we were in tin sheet house in a labour camp. There we used to get water 
inside the settlement.

I: (pointing towards a makeshift stove made using a paint box, in which Lingamma was 
cooking roti (bread)). Does this stove work well?

Lingamma: Yes, it works well. For just two pieces of firewood, I can cook rice (anna) and 
curry (sambar).

Tulasi: Do you have plants and roses in front of your home? Do you have a dog?

I: I just had one plant at my room. I do not have a dog.

Lingamma: (Looking at my hands) Girls, see her hands, how white they are.

I: That is because I do not do physical hard work like you all in the sun.

Tulasi: No, it must be like this from the time you are born.

Lingamma: You are listening to our lives! Your life is only good. One should not be born as 
poor.

In the above conversation, Lingamma, Tulasi, and Kavitha were trying to know more 
about where I belonged in the city. The socio-spatial place I inhabit in the city and its 
associated modes of living are central to their inquiry. Not just the physical structure and 
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form of home in the city but its cultural and material embodiments matter to families and 
children. A well-equipped kitchen, a garden around the home, plants and pets, and access 
to water and electricity are perceived as integral to ideas of a good home. Their identifica-
tion of the comparative whiteness of my hands as an inherent characteristic that embo-
dies identities of gender and class is reflective of how they construct the researcher as part 
of the ‘privileged other’ in the city.

Research with migrant children shows that they are often aware of their marginal locations 
and the social hierarchies that reproduce them (Woronov 2004). In the Indian context, for 
instance, Crivello and Crivello and Vennam (2012, 224) discuss how children in poor commu-
nities list attributes that distinguish ‘poor’, ‘middle-class’, and ‘rich’ families in their commu-
nities. This classification is based on three criteria: one, material goods and services that rich 
and poor families have access to; two, social relationships and interdependence between 
poor and rich families in the community; and three, differential lifestyles and access to 
schooling that rich and poor families. In the current study, what emerged as central to 
children’s classification of the ‘other’ in the city is the houses people inhabit, which in turn 
is mediated through caste and class locations. In one instance that I have discussed elsewhere 
(Rajan 2021b), Kanaka, an 11-year-old migrant child from Raichur, talked about three types of 
houses in the city: ‘Thakidu mane’, ‘badege mane’ and ‘building’ (shed house, rented home and 
building). For Kanaka and her friends, it was poor people who lived in ‘shed houses’ and the 
rich and dominant caste people who lived in the ‘buildings’. And such inhabiting was 
relational as she elaborated further how the rich has money and the poor has debts, and 
the reason why the poor continue to have debt is because they are dependent on the rich for 
money. Furthermore, ‘social class is always already casted’ (Yunus 2022, 110), particularly in 
the case of temporary migrants as most of them belong to marginalised caste categories as 
indicated earlier. Kanaka thus not only captured physical modalities of houses people inhabit 
in the city but also the socio-economic and structural modalities that marginalise migrant 
families into ‘shed houses.’

Such embodied place-making makes evident, one, the involvement of human agency 
in the physical construction and social production of a place and, two, the close connec-
tion between physical environment and people who experience it in their everyday lives 
(Sen and Silverman 2014). Furthermore, both agency and structure are implicated in 
children’s construction of ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Gustafson 2009).

Imaginations of ‘shed’ and ‘shed makkalu’ in sites of schooling

Migrant families’ marginalised socio-spatial locations not only lead to challenges related 
to documentary evidence such as residency proof in obtaining access to schooling but to 
various other forms of exclusion such as lack of transport to school, absence of physical 
and social support structure for education at home, safety and security in places of stay, 
and discrimination and differential treatment at schools. Furthermore, informal liveli-
hoods of families living in shed houses also meant that children take up substantial part 
of household work such as cleaning, washing, cooking, collecting water, and sibling care, 
which were responsibilities of girls in most families. Though some of the boys too 
engaged in aforesaid work, they were largely involved in works such as safeguarding 
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sheds in the squalor from thieves, snakes, or rats and building new sheds in circumstances 
of relocation to a new settlement. A small number of children supported their family by 
helping parents in their jobs such as domestic labour, construction work, and rag picking.

Formal schooling system does not address or accommodate these lived realities of 
‘shed makkalu.’ To elaborate an example, the work of collecting water is an everyday 
activity that migrant children engage in. Since public water supply does not reach migrant 
families, they often collect water from generous apartment owners/dwellers in the 
neighbourhood for two rupees per pot. This work was mostly done by girl children, as 
adult members were largely away for work during the daytime. In many settlements, 
children waited and collected water on those days of the week when the state water 
authority supplied water, even if it meant taking off from school on those days. State 
schools did not have any flexibility in the school schedule for children to attend to such 
household chores that can be done only at specific times of the day. In NGO schools 
where some flexibility was allowed, learning was only minimal, and school only acted like 
a day care space where children spent their time while parents are away for work.

Research shows that even in contexts where migrant children were excluded from 
mainstream schools, they perceived these schools as superior to the differential schools 
on account of quality of teaching and opportunities for social integration (Wang 2008). In 
similar veins, child participants of the current study who are enrolled in NGO bridge 
schools often seem to aspire to enrol themselves in ‘real’ schools whether government or 
private. While children differentiate government from private schools in terms of their 
capacity to afford and differences in the quality of teaching, learning, and resourcefulness, 
they view NGO schools as lacking the features of a ‘real’ school. For some of them, the lack 
meant school uniforms, which were freely distributed in the government school, but not 
available or mandatory in NGO schools. For some, it meant the presence of a same aged 
peer group in a mainstream school, which was absent in NGO schools where children of 
all age groups were made to sit together in the same classroom. And for some children, 
what mattered was the absence of ‘real’ subjects such as science and mathematics in NGO 
schools that focussed only on bare minimum skills on literacy and numeracy.

The small percentage of children who managed to get mainstreamed to regular 
schools through the mediation of NGO schools experienced differential belonging in 
schools on account of their marginal location in ‘shed houses’ and identity tag as ‘NGO 
children’ in the city. The following conversation, Shreya, a 16-year-old migrant girl from 
Bihar who got enrolled into a low-cost private school, illustrates the point. 

I: How was your experience in the (private) school?

Shreya : It was good. There were 48 children in my class, out of which only 10 were from the 
NGO school. Most of the other children were from big families, they will not be become friends 
with us easily. I had good friendship with one girl, but not so much with others.

I: Did the teachers treat you differently?

Shreya: Not really. We were treated equally. But sometimes we are called as ‘NGO wale’ (those 
belonging to NGO school). Then I ask (myself), ‘Are we different? We are also students at this 
school. Outside this school we may be attached to the tag of NGO, but inside we belong here 
like everyone else. Why do you call us NGO children, NGO children?’ I had a class teacher in 
6th, when I was not able to talk in English, she encouraged me. She has never treated me, 
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taking the name of the NGO. But not all teachers are like that. Everyday there are complaints 
that NGO children are not neat and clean. During morning assembly time, they check if our 
hair is tied properly, if we have come clean and so on. If not, teachers take those children out 
of line and hit them. Most of them come with ribbon. But if someone has got a different 
colour ribbon, they will hit. When the bell rings, automatically we have to organise ourselves. 
If we do not do homework, we are made to do sit ups and will be hit. Some children leave 
their hair uncombed, and shoes uncleaned. What to do? Many of them live in ‘shed houses’ 
(emphasis added) and difficult environments. One or two children do not come neat, but 
everyone is blamed together in the meeting as ‘NGO children.’

While children made sense of the ‘shed house’ in terms of what it means to inhabit the 
margins of the city and aspired living in ‘good houses’ that the ‘privileged other’ inhabit, 
the school classroom presented a depoliticised imagination of where people lived their 
lives. The following excerpt, about the characteristics of how a good house should be, 
from a textbook lesson taught in an NGO school for migrant children illustrates the point.

There should be sufficient light and fresh air in the house. So, it should have large windows 
and doors. There should be sufficient space around the house. There should be a kitchen 
garden in this space. There should be protection from thieves and robbers. So, the windows 
and doors should be strong. To avoid the worms and insects, the house should be cleaned 
every day. To protect it from rain and to avoid the entry of snakes and rats, the roof should not 
have cracks or holes. Wastes should not be put around the house. It should be swept, and the 
surroundings kept clean. The wastes must be put in the dustbins. The wastes in the dustbins 
should be kept far away from the house. Care should be taken to avoid the stagnation of 
water around the house and in the drainage. Dunghills and drainage stagnation around the 
house should be avoided.

The textbook further listed a poem which discusses types of houses that people inhabit:

The tent is easy to carry. A hut is easy to build. House of red and brown tiles. House with 
a thick roof. Terraced house with cement. All houses are beautiful. All of us need a house to 
live in.

Such a description of a ‘good house’ was in reality an antithesis to the ‘shed houses’ where 
children lived. While children were encouraged by the teacher to aspire for a ‘good 
house’, the curriculum and classroom conversations were silent about how marginal 
locations of migrant families and children were structurally shaped in the city and how 
children themselves aspired to escape their locations, despite their agential engagement 
in making sense of the place. Such texts further expose the discordance between 
children’s own experiences and curricular conceptions that label their lives as ‘low quality’ 
and thereby reproducing their marginality (Woronov 2004).

Such identity construction around marginalised children is reinforced through its 
everyday use in schools, which in turn is a characteristic of Indian modernity within 
which the institution of formal schooling has often played a ‘civilising role among 
marginalised populations’ (Balagopalan 2003, 56). Verbal and physical aggression, humi-
liation, and undignified treatment by teachers often reflect a deficit model which in turn 
ignores the structural locations of children from marginalised communities such as the 
‘labour class’ children (Yunus 2022) or in the case of this research, the ‘shed makkalu’. 
Many teachers in regular schools, whom I interacted with, believed that migrant children 
are out of school because of parental indifference and erratic mobility patterns of families 
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and that migrant families and children are interested in collecting freebies from the state 
but not in real education (Rajan 2021a). Furthermore, children from poor migrant families 
living in shed houses are perceived as undisciplined, unhygienic, and having broken 
families.

It is emphasised by many functionaries that ‘shed makkalu’ are under negative influ-
ence in terms of behaviours and attitudes, where instances such as not taking bath 
regularly, uttering bad words, using substance, keeping surroundings unclean, and 
experiencing violence at home are all attributed to their poor background. Consider for 
instance the following words by educational functionaries.

. . . we try to understand behaviours of drop out children. The problem is that even if they are 
enrolled, they do not leave their regular antisocial activities. We cannot even imagine the 
things they do . . . They learn these habits in slums. All these are challenges for teachers . . . 
(Cluster Resource Person, Government School)

There is lot of violence these kinds of families. One man has many wives, wives also have 
multiple relationships. Their family ties are not strong. The child is also not much bothered 
about all these . . . These parents are not much bothered about children . . . Mother and one 
child will be staying here (in the city), and father and another child will be staying in village. 
This will affect the children. They do not have any family bonding . . . (Teacher, Government 
School)

Though we assume that migrant children are vulnerable, at the end of the intervention, we 
feel that they are no longer vulnerable. They get everything free for their education. Migrant 
families also have their own system of survival and perceptions, their own decision making. 
They spend a lot during festivals and marriages. They buy smart phones and eat lot of non- 
veg food too. But when it comes to investment in their children’s education, they are not 
willing. Sometimes we think poor are really poor, but they earn good amount of money. 
(Founder member, NGO school)

. . . You cannot imagine how these children were when they first came. They were so raw, so 
dirty. Even to talk to them, you need to maintain some distance. And now you can see the 
improvement, how they are developing. Still, a few of them are dirty, it is okay. Some people 
will remain dirty, what to do . . . (Teacher, NGO School)

The reality of migrant families’ lives often stood in contrast to aforesaid narratives. For 
instance, most migrant families and children have very close family ties, both with their 
immediate and extended families. Many of the migrant families are in debt due to events 
such as marriages that happened in their extended families. Many families have strong 
social family networks across the village and the city. Yet, differential constructions of 
migrant families as deficient and as having dysfunctional families shape the dominant 
discourses of their realities.

Such normative discourse of the ‘poor’ childhood is also used to justify differential 
access to education and schooling. For example, in a high-level meeting with civil society 
organisations, one Block Education Officer in the city suggested that sports schools must 
be started for migrant children, as children from such backgrounds are good in physical 
activities rather than cognitive skills that regular schools teach. He summed up his talk by 
saying that a ‘dog’s tail can never be straightened’, indicating that ‘poor’ children can be 
taught only what they ‘can’ learn. In contrast to this, a district education functionary 
suggested in the same meeting that what is needed is more standardisation and uni-
versalisation in terms of language and curriculum. This view does not consider the varying 
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geographical, linguistic, and cultural backgrounds of migrant children and the difficulties 
these pose for children’s school enrolment in the city where the available medium of 
instruction is only Kannada (in government schools) or English (in private schools). 
Instead, it proposes an alternative and differential model of education for migrant 
children on account of their ‘multiple childhoods’ and need for active participation in 
schooling. This exposes the contradictions of how narratives around multiple childhoods 
and children’s agency are manifested in practice. As Bordonaro (2012), from his research 
in Cape Verde, argues that there exists a constant tension between how developmental 
interventions imagine child protection and reformation and how children’s agency is 
imagined in the canons of childhood studies. Bordonaro rightly points out that it is not 
the absence of agency that is an issue here but how the agency of marginalised children 
gets interpreted as deviance that is to be manipulated through educational interventions.

Conclusion

The current study was delimited to understanding the experiences of temporarily migrat-
ing children with families in the city. There are various other groups of children situated in 
the context of temporary migration such as those left behind in source sites and inde-
pendently migrating without families. The educational experiences of migrant children in 
these various contexts need to be studied and critically analysed. Another research 
direction emerging from the current study is to understand migrant children’s experi-
ences longitudinally along a spatio-temporal continuum. Such an exploration can create 
new knowledge in connection to long-term impact of developmental interventions and 
real possibilities of social mobility that they offer to children on the margins.

Socio-spatial marginalisation in cities is closely connected to provisions and experi-
ences of schooling, and therefore to imagine cities that are ‘inclusive, diverse, and socially 
just’, it is necessary to reimagine education in ways that would correspond to such 
imagination (Nambissan 2017, 316). Yet, there is limited engagement in the Indian 
context about how larger socio-material context in urban areas shapes children’s experi-
ences of education (Yunus 2022). This article explores this crucial link between socio- 
spatial marginalisation and education in the context of temporarily migrating children 
who stand at the intersection of multiple structural and inequalities and marginalities 
such as caste and class. It discusses some of the implications of this socio-spatial margin-
alisation as mediated through the constructs of ‘shed’ and ‘shed makkalu’ and argues that 
children’s location in the margins not only impacts their access to schooling but also 
shapes how their identities are constructed in teacher beliefs and curricular conceptions.

Through children’s own perceptions of their marginal locations in the city and the 
differential educational landscape in the Indian context, this article critiques dichotomous 
conceptions around universal/multiple childhoods and romanticised notions of children’s 
agency. I emphasise that while migrant children actively engage with uncertain and 
erratic contexts of mobility and their marginal locations in the city, the structural condi-
tions of development and education that shape their lives and experiences of schooling 
cannot be overlooked and subsumed under the theoretical trap of either agency or 
multiple childhoods. Furthermore, though both ideals of multiple childhoods and chil-
dren’s agency may provide a spectrum within which Global South researchers can con-
ceptually situate their study, real questions around children’s lives and educational 
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inclusion cannot be abridged to such theoretical debates alone. The normative projects of 
both mainstreaming ‘shed makkalu’ into universal childhood and schooling and senti-
mentalising the multiple contextual locations of temporary migrant children (and thereby 
a differential substandard education) can be exclusionary.

It is thus imperative for Global South scholars to engage in reflexive research (Spyrou 
2011) and with structures of marginalisation while contesting simultaneously the Western 
hegemonic formulations of childhood and children’s agency. The task envisaged is not 
only epistemological and methodological but also ethical and political.
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