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22nd December, Tuesday -

The bus from Bangalore reached Gudalur very early in the morning. I took an Auto from
the bus stand to the school. Mr. Surendran received me and showed me to my room.
Since, school didn't start much later, I got some sleep, freshened up and later had
breakfast at the guest's canteen. I met a person from the US who was volunteering at
the School. She was helping set up a research center for tribal culture. She also spent
considerable amount of time in organizing the school's library over months. I joined her
to go to the school. There are 108 kids (65 girls and 43 boys) at the School. That
morning they were practicing carols for the Christmas day celebrations. I briefly chatted
with Mr. Surendran, the Principal of the school. He gave me an idea of why Gudalur has
both Malayalam and Tamil as its main language, though it falls in Tamilnadu. It used to
fall under the kingdom of rulers from Kerala. He then mentioned that they have moved
to the new school recently. This was the end of the school term before christmas
vacations, so no usual classes were scheduled. The children and staff together were
going to involve in a group activity - cake making. They will be baking their own cakes
for the celebrations next day!

Later, I met Ramdass and Rama who started the school. They mentioned how the school
was initially started for ACCORD employees and later there was a demand for quality
education by the tribal communities. The school currently has a strength of 33 staff - 17
trainees, 12 teachers, 2 office staff and 2 non-teaching staff. There is a conscious effort
to have the tribals own the entire initiative. Hence, the managing committee of the
school is headed by tribals. Rama introduced me to Kathiravan (Area coordinator from
Devarsolai) and Vijaykumar (Vocational training and higher studies coordinator). They
were working on an assessment sheet for the childen to gauge their understanding of
the subject. I chatted with them on how the area coordinator works - There are area
coordinators spread across the community and their role is to make sure if the
educational activities are doing well. They do periodic assessments to gauge learning



levels of children. Vijaykumar meanwhile networks with various groups in Gudalur area
and outside to send children for vocational training or higher studies (They have thus
networked with Thulir, an Asha Bangalore supported initiative).

The school maintains a 1:10 student-teacher ratio. Most kids go on to High school. They
do work with the government and have even provided training to govmt. school teachers
in the ABL (Activity Based Learning) methods introduced by the government. They are a
registered NIOS (National Institute of Open Schooling) center and many kids also give
the Government open exam for High schools. The Admission process and fee structure is
decided through the Sangam, which ensures that the most needy tribals get the
preference. Children have their own savings and they even maintain a passbook
themselves. No service is provided for free. A nominal fee based on the capacity of the
family is charged. There is also a loan scheme for needy parents provided through the
sangam and its provided interest free. They also maintain a scholarship fund for college.



The enrollment is limited to about 100 children and the preference is for the more needy
families. Later, Ramdass showed me the site for construction activities. It will be a place
for children to study in the open air. But, some leveling needs to be done as it was quite
a steep slope. I believe it would be a wonderful idea to have classes in the open.

After Lunch, I again met with Ramdass and had a nice discussion on teaching
techniques. It was quite specifically related to Science and Math. I discussed a few
challenges I faced in the schools I interacted with and found that Ramdas had extensive
experience in alternative education techniques. He mentioned how there is a concerted
effort to make a science lab that can act as an exploratory space for children to learn
from hands on activities. Unfortunately, due to the lack of a full time resource person to
coordinate the activities, the plan never took off. Ramdas and I then discussed my plan
for the rest of the day. An important aspect of the visit was to visit the homes of the
kids. So, I requested Ramdas to help me stay in the village for the night. A plan was
made for me to accompany the jeep children to their home and stay at the driver's home
(who was himself a vetta kurumba tribal). I then joined a team that was involved in cake
making. The kids, trainees and staff were equally split into teams, so that each team had
members across the ages. There is a lot of learning with cake making also! The teacher
trainees were taken through a session on metals and heat conductivity through this
activity. The kids learned about baking soda, yeast etc. Depending on the skills of the
teacher or the interaction in the group the learning could be extended in many ways.



Later in the afternoon I left with the kids in the school van to the tribal villages. Though,
we keep referring to tribals in general, the tribals in the area actually belong to various
specific tribes (about five of them I think), the names of the tribes typically come from
their primary mode of survival. The villages are still organized as hamlets of tribes. The
Kattunayakan and Vetta Kurumba families live in the interior of forests and are in a
protected zone (forest reserve area). I found that the roads themselves leading up to the
forest zone were quite steep and curvy. On the way, we stopped at various places to
drop the kids off. At one such hamlet, an elderly gentleman chatted with the driver and
he later came up to me. He was the president of the Sangam and mentioned that its not
possible for outsiders to stay at the reserve. The forest department has been quite strict
and does not allow any non-tribals to stay after dark. This was understandanble given
the havoc that has been created in the lives of the forest (which includes the tribals).
The change of plans was informed to Ramdas and we arranged for a jeep to drop me
(The same jeep that had just gone in to drop kids from the school). I hopped into the
jeep with the other kids and then we went inside the forest reserve. The forest
department didn't do much of a check and let us in.



The idea of the visit was to meet and converse with at least a few families of the kids.
The jeep could go only to a certain distance. Then, we had to trudge along quite some
hilly terrain. Even with all the running and fitness training, I panted behind the kids! We
meandered through the forest to reach the Kattunayakan hamlet. We first met with Ms.
A's dad. Both her elder brother and elder sister had gone to the same school and are
now in High School (11th and 12th std). The Dad is very supportive and wants help for
their college education. The son wants to do IFS, inspired by Tarsh's influence. The dad
mentioned that there is a difficulty in sending the kids to school because the Sangham
wants to collect fees for the jeep etc. He is currently a coolie and grows minimal pepper
and coffee. It doesn't give much and is not really organized agriculture. He can't have
cows because of a tiger problem in the area.



Then we went to Ms. N's home which was a short walk away. The parents were working
in the nearby fields and rushed home when the kids called out for them. The dad
mentioned that there were 3 of his children in the school. He said he would prefer this
school any day to a government school. The family has a lot of loans due to lack of
coolie jobs and to avoid hunger. To repay the loans most of the yield from the coffee and
pepper goes away. They are finding it very hard to pay the Rs. 300 per kid. They have
actually not been able to pay for the last few years. The school fees in itself is "zero" or
free of cost for them (as decided by the Sangham). When we discussed about the school
and its teaching, he was very happy about it and stressed that this school also gives
importance to tribal culture.

We then went the Vetta kurumba hamlet. First, we went to Ms. M and Ms B's home. The
family has two children going to school. This family seemed to be in a slightly better
position financially. The family pays for both the school fees and jeep fee as decided by
the Sangham. They augment their income by growing a few crops (coffee and pepper),
own cows and recently has taken up furniture making. A resource person from elsewhere
came to train the tribals in furniture making mainly using bamboo. He liked the way the
school teaches tribal culture etc. The government pays for kids going to school. But, the
dad mentioned that its not a good thing. They would always prefer to have their kids go
to Vidyodaya.



We then went to Ms B.a's grandmother's place. It was an interesting conversation with
her. She mentioned that the income generation methods has not changed much over
generations. Her grandchildren and children go to school. During her time there were
very few schools and no one went there. Now, many folks go to school. The earn mainly
through coolie jobs and now the furniture making initiative is starting. The training was
provided through AMS ('Adivasi Munetra Sangham' or just known as 'Sangam'). There
was one girl in the family who is going to her 9th std in Kandikoli Govmt. school. We
then moved to Ms B.a's house. We spoke to her mom and she mentioned that two kids
from the family go to school. We all had a cup of coffee there and discussed about the
school. The families were largely happy with the schools and the kids love going to
school!

Meanwhile, we got a call from the forest officers asking us to leave immediately. There
were elephant sightings (wild elephants are very dangerous!) and the forest folks had
seen the jeep come in. So, we had to quickly wrap up and leave. I had an early dinner
and slept early after a tiring day!

23rd December, Wednesday -

Today was the last day of school. I woke up early in the morning, had breakfast and
headed to the school. I had arranged a meeting of sorts with Mr. Surendran to go over



the details of teachers, techniques, training and their welfare. The kids and the entire
school spent time singing carols that a volunteer had taught over many days. After that,
while they waited for Santa to appear (each year its a surprise as to who is Santa - the
kids wait in suspense and then have great fun in guessing and finding out who Santa is -
Usually its a staff member or someone the kids know who becomes Santa). Meanwhile,
Mr. Surendran and I had a discussion. Firstly, we discussed the aspects related to the
transport budget. 64 students should be paying for the jeep costs. From Asha colarado
they have received three payments so far - $700 (April 08), $1270 (Sep 08) and $1690
(June 09). The cost for fuel alone comes to about Rs. 300 per day and per month it
would be Rs. 6,900 (23 working days). 95% of the people don't pay this amount. The
maintenance cost, driver Salary and FC work can easily come up to RS. 8000 per month.
The Bus stops at the village for the night to save on fuel and picks up the kids in the
morning. The fuel used everywhere is Diesel. The government is very strict with school
vans and it can easily cost about Rs. 20,000 every year (the model of the vehicle is 2000
- at least 10 yrs old!)

We then discussed about how teacher trainees are recruited. Mr. Surendran mentioned
how ACCORD is the mother organization and the entire region ACCORD works in is
organized into eight different areas. Each area has an animator, education worker,
health worker etc. Each area team recommends people for teacher training. They also
interview them and their families. The minimum qualification is 8th12th Std. They
provide two years of training for trainees. The various aspects in which they get trained
are - Subject knowledge, teaching methods, making teaching aids, psychology, public
speaking, problem solving, village visits to various areas, Drama and observation in
other's classes.

We then discussed teaching methodology and techniques. When a child is admitted to
school, the level of the child is gauged. The child is observed over a period of time and
based on her/his social skills the kids is assigned to a group. Most children come in at
the age of 4 yrs. Each academic year is split into four terms. Assessment is made for
each term and group allotment is reviewed. There are 7 groups in all (primary school).
The classes go in reverse order with No. 1 being the last class in primary school.
Assessment is based on class work, worksheets, games, oral, General Knowledge and
behavioral. Since, the school is now a NIOS center and many kids might want to give a
NIOS exam, they have started with exams at three levels - A - 3rd std level, B - 5th std.
level and C - 8th std. level. By the time they reach C the kids have open exams under
the state board. The curriculum and target for each term is set by the school committee.
There are quite a few photos detailing the same. The team of Rama, Santhi, Surendran
and Janaki decide. Rama guides and helps with teaching methodologies - there really is
no particular steiner or Montessori method they follow - teaching methods evolve based
on experience and exposure. (For e.g. the time Rama and Ramdass spent at pondicherry
helped them a lot.) The goal of the methodology is to keep education child centric.
Veena does math for higher classes. Vasudha (ramdas's cousin), Santhi and Priya do
math for lower classes. They do have a teacher shortage. In case of Science, as
mentioned earlier they are in need of a volunteer who can spend at least a year or two
years in structuring the lab curriculum and putting it to good use! In case of English,
many of the foreign nationals in Gudalaur do come and help out. A typical group has
20-10 kids. Each group has various levels. Each group has a timetable and the 20
students will have 2 teachers. In a general classroom setting, the teacher would give
activity sheets that are different for different levels. The assessment is continuous and
activities through models are employed. For e.g. the concept of fractions could be taught
by folding paper. Classes 1 to 5 are typically in tamil medium. In some cases the teacher
decides to make it bilingual with English and Tamil. The NIOS exam and the state board
open exam is in english. The activity sheets prepared for the kids is also in English.

We then discussed teacher welfare. The trainees get a stiphend of Rs. 1000. Direct
appointees as teachers happens based on qualification - A B.Ed would get Rs. 3000 and
others would get Rs. 2000. An annual inrease of 10% can be expected. The school also



has a staff welfare fund. After every 2 years, 12% of the salary is given out as a bonus
in a FD in a bank. The health for tribals is covered by free health insurance. Even for
teachers everything is free. The non-tribals get help from the hospital as well based on a
request. P.F (Pension funds) is not considered. ACCORD is thinking about it. Maybe, the
school will also think about it soon. Mr. Surendran speaking for the teachers said that
they all love being teachers. Their kids also get a wonderful opportunity to study in a
school with quality education. The school provides good motivation for all children to get
a good education. The goals is to make sure we reach all Adivasis through education. To
minimize drop outs, higher education should be stressed upon.

The rest of the morning was spent in waiting for the Santa :) - Santa finally arrived and
made sure every kid got a gift. Each kid was called out in the gathering and a gift from
Santa's sack popped out! The kids also discovered who Santa was - It was Rama and
Ramdas's son! More photos (about 173 in all) from the site visit are available at -
http://picasaweb.google.co.in/santhosh.asha.site.visits/
Vidyodaya_visit?authkey=Gv1sRgCNbL6fKZ9eXLhQE#




