Site Visit to Balwadi in Mylapore

I met up with Ms.Padmini Gopalan of SriRamCharan Trust and the teachers of Luz Balwadi on 30th October 2008.

The trust introduced the Montessori System of Education in a Corporation School in Mylapore. Subsequently the trust introduced this method in the Luz Balwadi since August 2007.

There were two sections in the Balwadi. One was for new joiners and the other for children who had been with the Balwadi for duration longer than 3 months and had settled down. The latter group had about 14 children. The children were very involved with their activities. It was a learning experience to see children in age group of 2.5 to 5 years so well organized and clear on what they wish to do. They did not need any form of discipline. As a child completed an activity, I watched them go over to the table where the material was placed, set in order what they had been working with and make a new selection of activity. The children come from economical difficult backgrounds. Their parents work as house maids, tailors, laborers etc. The children were clean and had adapted to good practices of personal hygiene like brushing their teeth in the morning and having a bath before coming to school. This had been instilled in them by their teachers and parents were encouraged to see these changes in their children after they were attending the Balwadi.

There were 2 teachers who are trained on the Montessori system. The teachers demonstrated a high level of motivation and involvement. They were well versed in the methodology of the Montessori System. The teachers had demonstrated to the children on the use of the learning material and gave very positive encouragement to the children.

The material was placed in a very orderly fashion. The building of the Balwadi is an excellent structure with neat rooms, a good kitchen and neat toilets and a small play area. This was building donated by an Airline and had not been well utilized until the SriCharan Trust stepped in. The class rooms are very well ventilated and the learning material is arranged neatly on tables along the sides of the class rooms. They are easily accessible for the children.

To sum it up it would be appropriate to say that the impact of the work done by Balacharan Trust is very tangible and obvious. The school is helping children grow in an environment that is open to learning and through the children they are also influencing their parents in a positive way. Visiting them was an opportunity to see in action the potential of Montessori Training. 

The Trust was to distribute uniforms to the children the following day and invited me over for the occasion which I unfortunately missed.

NOTE ADDED:

In addition to the above site visit, I also did a site visit to the project on December 19th 2008.  Mrs. Padmini Gopalan has been working in this field for a long time. Initially she started by providing tuitions to children but soon realized that she needed to get to the root of the problem, which is to improve the education provided by the corporation schools.  The problem, she soon realized, was not the infrastructure but teachers. This is, therefore, what the trust does. 
The Balwadis are run by Integrated Child Development Scheme (ICDS) within the corporation school premises. The Balwadis have been done up in bright color schemes and all the required infrastructure have been provided. Sricharan trust works with 7 balwadis in Chennai. In each of the center they have provided Montessori trained teachers. 
In the Luz Balwadi, there are two sections- 2-3 years section and 3-4.5 years section.  Two teachers who have been trained by the Montessori system have been hired. These teachers teach the 3-4.5 years children. There are two other teachers who have not been trained but are experienced. These two teachers take care of 2-3 years old. In addition there is an ayah.
Each child has been taught to put their footwear neatly on the rack outside the classroom.  In fact, when I forgot to put my slippers on the rack, the children put it there. The classroom has been furnished with many play items. The children have been provided with a mat. The class started with a prayer. As it was Friday, the older children were allowed to do whatever activity they liked while the teachers prepared for drawing class.  The younger children meantime sat in the other room in a semicircle while the teacher led them in group singing. 
The children are provided a mid day meal. The Sai Baba temple in Luz provides nutritious lunch, which the Trust members pick up from the temple premise and bring it to the balwadi. 
The Corporation School Commissioner has reviewed the project and impressed by the system has introduced a similar activity based learning in Kindergarten classes.
I recommend the project for funding.



