Letter to Asha from Meenakshi Umesh of Puvidham

Dear Friends,

 My name is Meenakshi. I trained to be an Architect at Sir. J.J. College of Architecture, Mumbai.

 After my training and Graduation in 1989, I went to Auroville – near Pondicherry – and did hands on work on one building working with the masons, workers & carpenters and keeping site accounts.

 From Auroville in 1990, I went to Bangalore to work for a Delhi based organization called Development Alternatives. Here I got a chance to work with mud as a building material. Thence I moved to Gudalur, Tamil Nadu in 1991 to work with an organization called Accord that wanted to build mud houses for the tribals of Nilgiri district.

In 1992 April, my husband & I bought a piece of land in Dharmapuri District, Tamilnadu. It is a drought prone region and the land we bought was a slope of a hill, totally degraded except for a few shrubs. In the last ten years we have planted a variety of trees, done a lot of soil and water conversation work and the land has slowly regenerated itself and a lot of trees have come on their own.

The first three years we did a lot of dry land farming, growing organically and eating local millets and pulses. But the rains have been steadily more and more erratic and we have been forced to buy some land with a good source of water so that we could be self-sufficient in food.

In 1999 we had finally finally established ourselves in the area. We had been doing organic farming for five years on our wet land growing paddy, ragi, wheat, green gram, toor, black gram, turmeric, coriander, bananas,etc. without any chemical fertilizers or pesticides. The neighbours were getting curious and convinced that chemicals can be done away with. We then decided to start work with the local people and help them shift to organic methods.

We felt that long lasting change could be brought about only by introducing the children to these methods and through their experience they would slowly convince their parents to see things more holistically.

So in the year 2000, we started a learning center. In out learning center we are very focused on farming. Most of the kids that come to our center are children of marginal farmers and dalits.

Although farming is the most important occupation on earth, as nothing can survive without food, it is left to the people who are considered incapable of doing anything else. Farming is not considered a fruitful occupation. It is the lowest of low jobs. Anybody who can study, gets a job and leaves the village as quick as s/he can. This sad state of affairs is true for the whole of India.

Farming is done by people who cannot read the ingredients mentioned on the fertilizers and pesticides packs or the directions of how one is to protect oneself. It is done by people who have no notion of pollution of the soil, water and air. By people who do not understand the phenomena of global warming, open market economy or even the importance of planting trees.

In our school we treat farming as a very important activity and its importance in the overall picture is often discussed. Amongst career options like doctor, engineer, teacher – farmer is included with pride.

For the learning center we employed a local youth, Madhavraj, who had finished his 12th std and was doing undergraduate studies by correspondence in March 200. 

To learn about innovative methods of teaching language we sent Madhavraj to Vikasana. M.C.Malathi’s school Vikasana has been using alternative methods of teaching for the last 22 years. We found the methods they used for language teaching very useful.

For Mathematics, we decided to make use of ideas in the Montessori method and prepared our material. We have made a lot of teaching materials like inset boards, jigsaw puzzles, geometric puzzles, alphabet boards, movable alphabets, Abacus, place value cards upto 9999 and lots of flash cards and word cards.

Last year (in june 2002), we also employed Rani as a teacher. Rani had finished her 8th class and was a housewife and farmer. When she came to admit her boys in school we asked her if she would join us as a teacher and she readily agreed. She is very keen on learning and loves being with the children.

After we were sure that the local people were willing to cooperate in any kind of development intervention, we registered the Puvidham Rural Development Trust in May 2002.

We have always stood by the belief that people value more, the things they pay for, than the things they get free. In keeping with this conviction, we decided from the beginning to charge fees for the children coming to our learning centre. The fees is variable and is based on the daily wage of the parent. There are all kinds of considerations and the fees is decided when the child is brought for admission after finding out the economic condition of the family. The minimum fees is zero and the maximum is Rs.500/month.

We were warned by many people that the variable fee structure is not understood and will create a lot of problems. But for the last three years, we have not had any problems. When people have enquired into the cause we have been able to explain the logic to them. The parents are not able to pay regularly but somehow or the other they pay by the next academic year.

The school starts at 9:30am with a prayer session, during which a lot of unconscious learning happens. After the prayers, each child gets up and mimes and sings a rhyme or song which is repeated by all the others. This helps build the confidence of the child and helps him/her understand the meaning of songs from the actions.

On Wednesdays all children are expected to tell a story or relate an incident. This again helps in confidence building, vocabulary, memory and ability to describe events in the correct sequence. 

During this session any questions asked by the children are also addressed and the activities for the day are planned. If there are any problems between children they are brought up and discussed.

Personal conflicts and even problems of caste are resolved by talking with the children.

During the talk, they identify the problem and the person responsible for starting the problem. They also identify the most dangerous action committed and the person responsible for it At the end of all this talk, each child is aware of what has occurred and  his/her role in the overall picture. After this, the children decide themselves who should do how many sit-ups (which is the punishment normally). The teacher also talks to them regarding the dangers of getting involved in physical fights and other such irresponsible acts.

A lot of time is spent on such talk about conflicts and resolving them. But the results are amazing, as time goes, such problems are few and far between. And their behavior is at their homes is mature and the parents are very happy about this.

We tried to have a time-table and run classes by this but found that we were unable to stick by it. The classes are a response to the interests of the child and so we work within a loose framework where the morning session is for language and science and afternoon session for Math & crafts.

Gradually we are moving to an atmosphere where both the teachers and students are equally surprised at the activities that are included and how they are conducted with ease

and cooperation.

Meenakshi Umesh,

Puvidham

Age group based Activities at Puvidham

Taramg : Activities for age group 2-4 

1. Self correcting inset boards

2. Jigsaw puzzles

3. Picture card matching – face up –face down

4. Alphabet cards in tamil or English

5. Flash cards – pictures and words

6. Color coded number rods

7. Counting with beads, stones sticks, leaves etc

8. Numeral – number matching cards, number board

9. Addition and subtraction using beads or number rods

10. Story telling  by teacher or children

11. Listening to rhymes on audiotape – dancing

12. Coloring with crayons, painting with poster paints and brushes

13. Cut and stick colored pieces of paper

14. Work with clay dough

Buds : Activities for 4-7 years old

1. Alphabet cards – tamil and English – matching, fishing game

2. Word cards – tamil and English – matching

3. Rhyming words cards

4. Picture-word matching

5. Making word using movable alphabet

6. Flash cards – pictures and words

7. Number rods upto 20, place value cards upto 9999

8. Counting stringed beads

9. Counting on abacus

10. Addition, subtraction using boards, beads and number rods

11. Multiplication and division using beads, stones or sticks

12. Drawing lines using scales, patterns using mica cut shapes

13. Over writing, copy writing, worksheets

14. Story reading by teacher or audio tape

15. Story telling by child – teacher helps draw pictures describing the story

16. Coloring with crayons, painting with poster paints

17. Clay work, stitching, cut and stick

Honey Bees: Activities for 7-9 year olds 

1. Flash cards – English, tamil, Hindi

2. Alphabet cards – Hindi – matching, fishing

3. Word cards – Picture matching, Hindi

4. Text books for English, tamil, science and social science

5. Math work book – using material to explain

6. Addition, subtraction, multiplication, division using place value material, beads, stones, sticks etc

7. Area calculation using unit board

8. Study of angles using  circle board

9. Fraction cards to understand fractions

10. Story reading by teacher or audio tape.

11. Story writing – drawing pictures – making it into a book

12. Geometry – drawing shapes using scales, set squares, compass, protractor etc

13. Coloring with crayons, pencil colors, paints and brush

14. Stitching – small bags, purses, dusters etc

15. Making card paper models, clay work

Malars: Activities for 9-12 year olds

1. Word cards, opposites, synonyms, rhyming words – English, tamil, Hindi

2. Textbooks – English, tamil, Hindi, science, social science

3. Maths workbook – work with materials

4. Draw their family tree

5. Write the story of how their parents met and married

6. Write two anecdotes describing their saddest and happiest moments in the lives of any relatives. Draw six pictures to illustrate the events

7. Study the history of their village by talking to elderly people about the living conditions, rainfall, vegetation and wildlife of the past.

8. Make a model of the village with card paper

9. Draw scaled maps of their farm houses

10. Draw scaled map of their villages

11. Write a story, draw pictures to illustrate it and make a book

12. write a poem and make a picture to go with it

13. Clay work, painting, cut and stick, collage work

14. Make puppets and do a puppet show.

Farming and the School

Subjects related to farming experiment

Plot size 10’ by 10 per child. 10mts by 10mts for a group.

Maths : 
Calculate number of rows in a plot


  
Establish patter of planting


  
Calculate number of seeds required



Extrapolate for larger areas

Geometry :
Draw patters of planting



Explore more patterns



Understand how plant density can be increased keeping same 

plant to plant distances by using new patterns

Engineering : 
Evolving tools for easier farming



Evolving tools for pattern planting



Making weather cocks and sundial

Science:


Biology : 
Study the plant biology and Scientific names


    
Study relation between plant growth, soil fertility, seasons, humus etc


    
Study evolution of plant types


    
Need for biodiversity, crop rotation, trees in farming etc

Zoology : 
Farm animals, care, food cycle, study of pests, role of pesticide


     
Harmful effects of chemical pesticides. 

Study the insects and their life-cycle.

Economics : 
Study the inputs and outputs



Evaluate the results. See the economics of farming, 

Make observations, deductions

How to make farming a paying occupation?

How to fix the price of a product?

History :
Study the history of farming



Find when people in their region started growing certain crops



Find the reason for dying out of certain seeds and farming practices.

Geography:
How farming is connected with topography, climate, elevation



And location of industries that use farm raw material.

Language:
Express their observations in their own words. Writing about their

activities in their own words.

Children List 2002-03

Name (age)

1. Devani. C. (8)

2. Devani.R. (12)

3. Kaya.U. (8)

4. Lakshmi. S. (8)

5. Murugan. P. (12) 

6. Ramesh.G.(14)

7. Sabarimani.J. (12)

8.Selvaganapathi (7)

9.Shankar (10)

10.Mani (8)

11. Kavi (6)

12. Sathish (6)

13.Prasanth (6)

14.Manju (7)

15.Mahua (6)

16.Sathya (9)

17.Sangeetha (8)

18.Chinraj (5)

19.Dinesh (5)

20.Arun (5)

21. Ajith (5)

22. Shalini (5)

23. Ramanan (3)

24. Nivas (4)

25. Bharathi (4)

26. Manigandan (4)

27. Velu (4)

28. Raghu (5)

29. Vignesh (3)

30. Arjuna (2)

Total of 30 children.

Another 10 more children are likely to join in the academic year 2003-04.

