A Report to ASHA on the Alternative Education Programme of the Timbaktu Collective (June-November 2006)

Outline of the report:

This report presents the work done in the Alternative Education Programme of the Timbaktu Collective for the period June-November ’06. First it elaborates on the philosophy, objectives and a brief overview of the programme. Later it presents in detail the work done in Prakruthi Badi, Timbaktu Badi and the Children’s Resource Centre.
1. Introduction: 

In spite of the huge investments being made towards primary education, the government schools are emerging strongly as symbols of the most inefficient learning centers for children. For children of rural areas, they are also centers of deskilling- killing their innate talents, destroying their creative, cultural, artistic and living skills. They have also become the centers of alienating children from their people and cultures. In addition to all these damages, there is a very high level of violence (both physical and mental) in all the processes of learning in these schools. 

The Timbaktu Collective has started its Alternative Education Programme in response to the way the children’s education has been taking place in our mainstream schools. 

The main purpose of this programme is to let the children have education without losing their childhoods. The Collective strongly believes that childhood is the most valuable phase of people’s lives and it is the right of every child to fully enjoy its childhood. But most of the educational efforts for children are trying to build children’s futures by breaking their childhoods as if it is a waste of time to enjoy childhood. 

2. Basic Details:
The Alternative Education Programme was started in 1992 by establishing Prakruthi Badi in Chennekothapalli. In 1993 it started Timbaktu Badi in Timbaktu and 5 small schools in five villages in Chennekothapalli Mandal. Now it runs one residential school, 3-day schools, one evening centre and one Children’s Resource Centre. Basic details of these schools are given below:

	S.No. 


	Name
	Village
	Type
	No. Of children
	Children’s Level

	1.
	Prakruthi Badi
	Chennekothapalli
	Day School 
	90
	1 to 10th standard

	2.
	Timbaktu Badi
	Timbaktu
	Res. School
	60
	1 to 7th standard 

	3.
	Children’s Resource Centre
	Chennekothapalli
	Public Place for all children
	100 
	Children of all age groups

	4.
	Vennela Badi
	Hariyencheruvu
	Day School
	40
	1 to 5th standard

	5.
	Chinna Badi
	Chinnappapeta
	Evening School
	30
	1 to 10th standard

	6.
	Shyapuram Badi
	Shyapuram
	Day School
	40
	1 to 5th standard


In addition to running the above learning centers, the Collective organizes a number of residential Children’s Camps on various themes. It is also working extensively on child-rights issues in the villages in three mandals by forming Balala Sanghas and doing various activities with them.

3. Special Features of the programme:

The above schools, for many people, do not look like schools. In fact, they are drastically different from the mainstream schools. First we see them as children’s spaces. They serve many purposes. They are not just for academics: They are spaces for 
· Social gathering of children

· playing, singing, dancing, story-telling  

· developing academic skills (all that the mainstream schools do)
· developing some craft skills (craft opportunities)

· personality development – talking, discussing, debating, analyzing

· Nurturing other strengths like fearlessness, love for all living forms, respect for the land and environment, capacity to understand and appreciate local cultures, people-technology-development relationships etc.
The Alternative Education Programme of the Collective is quite different from the usual non-formal education, back-to-school programme or bridge-school programme etc. It is an Integrated Education Programme incorporating Academics, Skill-training, Nutrition, Healthcare and Cultural Aspects. In all these things, the central idea is to let children grow without losing their childhood. It means working with children from the child-rights perspective. 

Our children have academics in the mornings and arts and craft classes after lunch. Children have a variety of craft classes like drawing, painting, tailoring, embroidery, basket making, bamboo-craft, carpentry, bicycle-repairing etc.

In summary this is an integrated education programme combining academics, arts & crafts, skill training, nutrition, healthcare and cultural aspects.

4. The target group:
To us all children are children. But with limited energies and resources that we have, we decided to give priority to the highly disadvantaged sections of the society. The children who attend Prakruthi Badi are from very poor families. The children staying in Timbaktu Badi are not only very poor but they are also from very difficult family backgrounds like the following:
· Single parent families 

· Both parents are not alive, children live with relatives

· Parents migrate for work, children live with relatives

· Dalit families
· Extremely low nutritional intake families

· Children not getting enough love and care 

· Children who had experienced a lot of violence
5. Prakruthi Badi, Timbaktu Badi and The Children’s Resource Centre:

5.1 Overall Achievement – beautiful childhoods:

The Education Programme of the Collective is 14 years old now. It has been a great source of joy and happiness in the lives of the people who are working for the programme. It has taught us many lessons. It has also strengthened our motivation that we should focus more and more on the concept of ‘Education without Losing Childhoods’. 

Many of the children who joined Prakruthi Badi and Timbaktu Badi between 1992 and 1996 are in different stages of their adulthood. Some of them are married. Many of them have taken up some jobs and are fulfilling their family responsibilities. They studied in our schools up to 5th, 7th or 10th standards. They left our schools at different stages and joined the government schools/colleges or took to some trades or even their own family enterprises. 

The children who took up academics have completed their B.A. or B.Sc degrees or are in their pre-final or final years. The children who took up other routes for livelihoods are all quite well settled in their lives. They are perusing farming, driving, tailoring, weaving, masonry, marketing and other professions. One very good thing is that none of them is job-less/ or unemployed/ or living with the fear of what to do with their lives. It gives us a great satisfaction that all the children who stayed in our schools had wonderful times enjoying their childhood. They had tasted the joy of growing in fearless and non-competitive environments. They have learned not only quality academic skills but also got a wonderful orientation to variety of craft skills. (We are compiling the data of our old students. This will be completed soon)
Many visitors from the governmental and non-governmental organizations have come and looked at our schools closely. Most of them expressed joy in looking at the possibilities of running schools without fear, violence, and stressful competition. They also appreciate that it is an integrated education incorporating academics, nutrition, healthcare, arts, crafts, games and cultural issues in education. Of course some people judge us only from the mainstream yardsticks – ‘How many first classes?’, ‘How many ranks?’ Etc. They raise these questions especially when we mention some special features of our academics. It is to be remembered that from the beginning our target group has been the children of very difficult families – socially and economically. 
Given their backgrounds, we see that each of them have not only developed their life skills considerably, but also did extremely well in their academics. Our emphasis on ‘growing without losing childhood’ has been found to be quite relevant and an extremely humane concept in children’s education.  That these children who came from extremely difficult family backgrounds had a wonderful time enjoying their childhoods while picking up good academic as well as other life skills means that the concept will prove to be equally powerful, if not more when applied in any other context.
We also tried to reach out to others by giving trainings to both the government and NGO schoolteachers. Many groups of NGOs have also visited us to look at how our education programme is running.

5.2 Work done during June-November 2006

5.2.1 Academics: 11 children are preparing for SSC Examination in March ’07. 16 children are preparing for the 7th standard common public examination in April ‘07. They are all studying well. The classes are going on well for these children. The academic sessions for other groups are also running quite well. There is more emphasis on building the conceptual understanding of students. A variety of teaching aids like charts and models are used. Various scientific experiments are not only demonstrated, but are also practically done by the children. Using the multimedia resources for learning has become a common feature in our classes.
5.2.2 Integrated Education:  Arts and crafts, Games and Sports, Nutrition, Healthcare and Cultural Aspects were integrated well in the education programmes. Children have learnt good skills in tailoring, knitting, crochet work, bamboo work, basic electrical work, origami, painting, drawing etc. Children played well. Enough attention has been paid to see that there was no shortage of play materials and children played at least for one hour every day. Well cooked, nutritious meals were provided. Paying timely attention to children’s illnesses and some accidents has helped a number of children. Regular monitoring of the children’s hygienic habits has taken place well in both the schools. Resource persons were engaged for Kolatam and Chekkabhajana trainings. Children had a number of opportunities for cultural performances.  
5.2.3 Participation in Paryavarana Parasa  
The teachers and students of our schools participated in the Paryavarana Parasa (Environmental Day Celebrations) in Ramagiri during 5-6 June 2006. About thirty children had worked for a month making charts and models on different topics of environment. They set up a stall displaying charts, herbal plants and a model backyard organic gardening. There were also demonstration and sale of children’s craft works.  

5.2.4 Celebration of Children’s Festivals:
Celebration of Festivals has been an important part of our education programme. In addition to being sources of great fun and joy, they allow the children to acquire leadership capacities, cooperative skills and creative abilities. Between June and November 06, Independence Day, Teachers’ Day, Gandhi Jayanthi, Ramzan, Dasara, Vinayaka Chaturthi, Deepavali and Children’s Day were celebrated in Prakruthi Badi, Timbaktu Badi and the Children’s Resource Centre. The celebrations included decorations, cultural performances (songs, dances and dramas), and various events like elocution, essay writing, drawing, painting, rangoli, sports and games and of course sweets. In Chennekothapalli, these children’s festivals were celebrated as   community festivals in the Children’s Resource Centre for all the children of the village.
We are very critical of the mainstream education for alienating children from their cultures. In this context, these celebrations are very important for understanding and appreciation of local cultures. Celebration of Life is the guiding principle behind celebrations of Children’s Festivals. 
5.2.5 Exposure Visits for Children

A number of small exposure visits were organized for teachers and students during June-November ’06. 
· Penukonda Fort

· Ramagiri Windmills

· Old Gold Mines in Ramagiri

· Peruru Dam

· Lepakshi

· Veerapuram (for seeing migratory pelican birds) 

· Adinarayana Konda

· Bangalore (Science Museum, Planetarium, Cubban Park, Lalbaugh, Vidhana Soudha etc.) 
· Nandi Hills

· An organic farm and a dam near Tumkur

5.2.6 Fellowships: 

After completing the tenth standard in Prakruthi Badi, many of the children want to go for higher studies. Most of them cannot afford to pay for the tuition and travel. They also have extra responsibilities at home. This year, we are supporting six students for pursuing college education. The fellowships take care of their food, books, travel and accommodation needs (whichever be their need). We have been receiving contributions from some friends for this requirement. 

5.2.6 New emphasis on agriculture in Timbaktu Badi:

All the eco-restoration works carried out in Timbaktu for the last 15 years have resulted in a lot of improvements in the soil quality, biomass growth and biodiversity. With this the possibilities of achieving some levels of food self-sufficiency in Timbaktu are becoming visible.

This year we have developed nearly 2 acres of land for agriculture in Timbaktu Badi by terracing and bunding works. Large quantities of manures were made by composting. Five varieties of millets and four varieties of pulses are growing on the newly prepared land. A variety of vegetables are being grown in the children’s gardens. This year we have added two cows and three goats. This is in addition to the poultry which has thirty birds. 
The idea behind doing all these things is that there are a lot of things to be learnt about land related things. They are very interesting, very fascinating and very challenging. They deserve an important place in the school level education. Most of the basic skills in reading, writing and arithmetic can be developed around these real things. Later one can gradually shift ones focus on to some thing different. It is like building on sound footings.  We have made a small beginning in this direction and we see many wonderful possibilities in integrating agriculture and education.
5.2.7 New Infrastructure:
This academic year has seen a lot of improvements in the infrastructure for children. All of it has become possible by the support from ASHA. In Timbaktu Badi residential school, we have completed the construction of Children’s Dormitories. 
5.2.8 Children’s Resource Centre: 

The Children’s Resource Centre has been slowly growing in its size and the services it is offering to the children. It has a good library, computer facilities, science laboratory and play facilities.  Everyday nearly 100 children from CK Palli and neighbouring villages visit this centre. They visit the centre for reading books, learning computers, doing science experiments and projects, and pursuing some hobby works. A number of youth also come and study. Older people also visit with their children and grand children. The library has 5000 books. It gets 4 dailies, and 6 monthlies. The laboratory is well stocked with chemicals, glassware, instruments, charts, models and equipment. There are a number of tools in the hobby workshop. There are 7 computers for use in the centre. There are good play facilities for indoor and outdoor games.
During the last six months, the Children’s Centre added about 300 books and a number of educational CDs and children’s movies. It has received two old computers from an IT company in Bangalore. Two new batteries were purchased to take care of the power cuts in the daytime. 

The long pending dream of the Collective in creating a good children’s space in Chennekothapalli is taking a good shape with the creation of the Children’s Resource Centre. It is becoming an important public place for children and also for youth and elders in Chennekothapalli. We are happy to see some NGOs showing interest in setting up similar centres in their areas. It is a valuable service to provide free learning spaces for children.
5.2.9 Resources Generated

The Collective takes the child-rights perspective in raising resources for the children. It is the right of the children to have an environment in which they can experience their childhood. This requires raising all the resources required for play, singing, dancing and craftwork in addition to academics. These are required for use in our schools and also in the Children’s Resource Centre for us by a large number of children who visit it. In the last six months, we have raised a number of resources, some of which are mentioned below:

· Two computers from Strand Life Sciences, Bangalore
· Networking tools, R-Connect Card from Anand Chitipothu, Bangalore
· Contribution for Fellowships from Mr. Anand Janaki, Bangalore and Ms. Shibani Ganguly, Bangalore 
· Contribution for Supporting Girl Children in Timbaktu Badi from Ms. Naga Kumari, Bangalore and Mr. Sangameshwar, Chennai.
· Contribution for the Education Programme (miscellaneous requirements) from Mr. Reddaiah (Vijayawada), Mr. Anand Chitipothu (Bangalore), Mr. Sudhakar (Kadapa), Mr. Ramakrishna (Dharmavaram) etc.
·  Contribution for development of the library in Children’s Centre from Mr. Janet’s family (Germany) and some friends from US.
· Contribution of books for library: A set of Children’s Encyclopedia (26volumes), 20 back issues of National Geographic etc.  
· A number of multimedia educational CDs and movies from a number of friends and NGOs. 
· A speaker system and a radio to Timbaktu Badi from Mr. Venkatesh.
6. Volunteers: 
It is a regular feature in our programme that volunteers keep coming and working with us for different durations. During this reporting period, Anand Chitipothu, Mallikarjuna, Sudheer and Mabu gave their valuable time to our teachers and students. They visited Timbaktu Badi, Prakruthi Badi and Children’s Centre 2-3 times and took classes, set up computers and helped senior children in their studies.
7. Visitors: 
A number of people from other schools and NGOs interested in alternative education have visited our schools in the last six months. In October ’06, 15 volunteers from ‘Light for Blind’, Dornala came to us for two days on an exposure visit. They looked at how we run our schools and had a lot of discussions with the teachers and students. In addition to this group, a number of individuals visited us to see the functioning of our schools and the Children’s Centre. The visitors’ list is a long one. Some of them are four staff members of Ajeem Premji Foundation (Madanapalli), Director of   Montessori Resource Centre (Hyderabad), 4 activists of MKSS, Rajasthan, 15 volunteers of ‘Life for Blind’ (Dornala), 4 Students of IIM (Bangalore) and Tom Prauiksma (US). Children had very good interactions with these visitors. Some of them had given their valuable time to our schools doing some interesting and creative activities with our children.

8. Funding:
The funds for the programme have come mainly from TdH (Germany) and ASHA. During 2004-2006, TdH supported mainly for the teachers’ salaries, children’s healthcare, teachers’ trainings, staff travel and the children’s food. ASHA has supported us for developing infrastructure, educational materials, children’s camps, fellowships etc. 

Now we are exploring the possibility of getting full funding for Prakruthi Badi, Timbaktu Badi and Children’s Resource Centre from ASHA. If this happens, then TdH can be approached for other village schools and the Children’s Rights Programme.

9. New Ideas Evolving:

· Creation of Arts and Crafts Centre

· Developing a good fund for Fellowships Programme to help more youth to pursue higher studies or vocational trainings
· Promotion of CRC idea with other NGOs

· Timbaktu Badi to evolve into an agriculture centered school

At present a detailed proposal is being prepared for developing Arts and Crafts Centre.






