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We had first read about Puvidham in 2005 when we were organizing work-an-hour. It had quite caught our interest, but we were only able to visit it a couple of weeks back.

We started around 6:30 a.m. from Silkboard (Bangalore) which has buses going up to Dharmapuri we got there in around 4 hrs. We stayed overnight at Puvidham, and started the next morning.

Given that this was our first visit to Puvidham and we were only staying a day, we focused our attention on a few things:

· Basic infrastructure

· Teaching philosophy, methods, tools

· Interacting with children

· Understanding target population and issues faced/addressed by the school through long chats with Meenakshi (stayed up late till 1:00 p.m.!)

I’ll follow the pictures that go with this document and then add additional comments:

http://www.ashanet.org/bangalore/projects/visits/PuvidhamMay08/PuvidhamMay08.html
We went to the resource room and looked at the various teaching tools used/made at Puvidham for the younger children. There were a variety of fit in toys/puzzles that are supposed to give a children an idea of shapes, sizes, etc as they play with them. They were very colorful and robust and Puvidham has the resources to create more of the puzzles. One kind of puzzle was extremely interesting it had a pentagon, a square and a large triangle. Additionally there were smaller triangles of a couple of types (different angles, but similar sizes). Given the shapes only triangles with certain angles could fit in from one puzzle to the other and when children try to mix and match it is not difficult to see that they could notice how things fit in. 

Meenakshi also showed us some very simple items that they use as teaching tools like use film boxes that hide the contents and the children shake them to try to hear the difference between different quantities of the same item or different items. She also showed how they had replicated the Glenn Domain method of flash cards – which help introduce children to words and get them comfortable with reading a bit before trying to introduce in letters – which the children can’t associate with. They had also made other popular material like number rods themselves.

We next went to the new classrooms. The old classrooms have the beaten thick thatch structures and after the Kumbhakonam accident the govt of Tamilnadu made it illegal for a school to run off thatch structures. The thatch structure was much cooler on this hot day as compared to the new structure. Since Meenakshi is an architect she has tried to use local-low cost materials for both structures, as much as possible. She mentioned that some govt officials are still unsatisfied that the thatch structure is within 100 m of the new building! The wisdom of the law is questionable since the first aspect of locking up the children in a classroom that led to the accident is not questioned or addressed. Nonetheless, it appears Puvidham has made it’s effort towards satisfying the law.

We looked over the materials as the children get older and looked at the phonics cards. The children already come to the stage of recognizing words very early through Glenn Domain method and this method clubs together the words they know that start with the same alphabet reinforcing the sound with the letter. There were also other materials like tactile letters and letter cut outs (with different surfaces on both sides) that children could feel. Meenakshi mentioned that these letters have been extremely useful for children with Dyslexia and other disorders associated with letters and their orientation. 

We next looked at some of the math material with nails in a circle each 10 deg apart. A rubber band is used to get different angles and it can also be used for fractions. Similarly a physical grid is used to help children measure areas accurately. E.g. in the triangular shape if a line connects only across three squares then it is 3/2 (see pic). This grid is also used to help children with learning scaling by drawing it on their books with different units of grids as reference. Meenakshi mentioned that they give children plots of land and they are asked to calculate areas and also maintain the land. The children also make their own soap and use this as an exercise to scale the recipe based on how much soap they want to make.

We also took this chance to look at notes maintained of the children who have done a certain experiment. The format used -  what was done, what was observed, why and a pic of the experiment was neatly followed by some children.

We talked about the possibility of elder children making material for the yonger ones. Meenakshi mentioned that drawings are fine, but the size of letters required appears difficult for children under 7th/8th grade. We looked over the recent nature exhibition that the school had put up. It had been visited by parents and children of other schools (also associated with program for prevention of child labor). Meenakshi mentioned that all the drawings were by the children, but the teachers had to write the writeup (prepared by the children) on the sheets for making it presentable.

We went on a Sat and I didn’t expect so many children to be around in the school. A few were working in small groups around some teachers. We decided to interact with the group Ram was teaching. I usually take quite a few puzzles whenever I travel. This gives me a chance to break the ice and interact with children directly without all the fuss about knowing what to say or testing them with the teachers watching. Some of the children were amazingly fast with the puzzles and were able to take many apart and put them together with ease. Usually, the children wait to find out what needs to be done! Clearly they were used to puzzles and working with their hands. The children were of many different learning abilities, but it was interesting that none of the children were ok with just passively watching someone else doing a puzzle, just as well that I took many. Many children were able to guage what they could do and choose the puzzles they felt were doable, if they did it they went on the more complicated ones. It seemed the that children were somewhat sure of their abilities. A couple of children came to me for help and then tried doing it on their own till they felt comfortable. A few did give up on some puzzles and ask for others. It’s also good that many were comfortable with interacting with adults and teachers freely. I realized that a few people from the learning network like Ronjon De had visited them before. I didn’t realize it but the activity had caught the attention of some teachers and the children had given them the puzzles to solve and were also guiding them. The children exhausted the puzzles at an amazing rate and within 45 mins or so the only thing new was how long the (maya organic) tops could spin. I asked the children to show me the puzzles they had they took me to a room with the puzzles (interesting that they respect the demarcation of what should be where). Luckly, I was able to solve a direct question given to me! But, the puzzles were different and quite challenging.

A few notes:

· The principle of teaching language in the order of hearing, speaking, reading and writing is sound, practical and effective. Additionally, they are able to tap into early learning/memory potential of children with the Glenn Domain method.

· There is constant effort to tap into all senses for learning, not just reading. They are encouraged to work with their hands.

· Many children are very quick. It also became an effort for me to keep them engaged towards the end of the hr that we worked with them. 

· The children interact with teachers freely and an atmosphere in which fear and inhibitions are low is excellent for children to learn. However, as adults we have our own interest in directed learning and the lack of authority can make this difficult to cope. The teachers have their job cut out both mentally and psycologically!

· When a new item was freely placed between the children the children did not get unruly and try to snatch it from each other. They kept themselves occupied and waited their turn patiently. They worked out what they did among themselves. They were keen on sharing the item with others who joined in later. It is difficult to quantify these soft skills, but it was nice to observe them.

· I also left all my materials with the children and took them back only after a few hrs when they were done with them. None of the pieces went missing and everything was stacked neatly (perhaps I have the teachers to thank for that?). The teachers are able to work with the children and keep materials inteact.

· The children are encouraged to express themselves and write on their own. The limitation appears if the material is to be made presentable the teachers may have to in a lot of work. Perhaps, a large sized stencil will help the  children do this themselves (if they wanted to ().

We took a break for lunch and went to Umesh and Meenakshi’s home that is a little further in the same complex. We had some general chit-chat and also talked about the migration that is very prevalent in this area. Meenakshi spoke of the children and old who are left behind with little support or traveling with their parents and getting into child labor. Puvidham runs a hostel for the children who stay back. There are around 40 children presently in the hostel, but the strength is expected to grow in the coming years to 80 or so.

The area around their house is generally green, but it is primarily trees and shrubs that do not require much watering. The ground water is very difficult to reach to as the entire land is situation on a rocky mantle. There have had water shortage in the school campus and are presently transporting water from the hostel complex to here in a tractor. This is done for even the day-to-day running needs of the school. The dry compost toilets in the school are a good idea given the situation.

We next went to the hostel. There was a caretaker, a teacher and an elder student working on cleaning and drying some of the organic produce. The hostel itself is a two-story building. The girls are in the lower floor and the boys in the upper. The staircase runs from inside the first room. Given that there are adolescents among both the boys and girls this a remarkable setup. Organizations have had a lot of trouble with the elder boys and girls staying at the same location. Usually, organizations try to introduce morality and a sense that all the people living in the organization are their brothers and sisters, etc, but this rarely works. I found the approach adopted by Meenakshi of treating the elder children as adults, talking about the changes and hormones in their body openly and placing the trust on the children as refreshingly mature and felt happy that this approach has worked well in these hostels. We spoke to her at some length regarding this and the many other approaches she takes to handle the particularly difficult and even some violent children. Though I’m not sure that we necessarily agreed with all the approaches, most of our issues were theoretical and we have not handled children with such issues.

Given the strength increase anticipated there is some groundwork in progress for the new hostel.

The same hostel complex houses the organic farm of Puvidham (water is available). Ram showed us the size of the plots provided to the children in the good season. He mentioned that farming is looked upon more than manual labor and something that can improve observation and record keeping. The children are expected to document many different variables including germination rate, thickness of stalks, number of flowers, how many pollinated to give vegetables and fruits, etc. We did not look over the records for the same to see how much this activity is followed up by the children over the weeks/months.

Their effort to integrate working with their hands into the curriculum - including working on the land is commendable. How much of the work the children are able to do by themselves will need to determine the amount of work undertaken. It appears the teachers are well involved in this activity too. This is great if it is something they are interested in and does not take up too much of their time and energy. We wondered if a full-time member working on the farm related activities would help. Not that the teachers should stop doing any manual work (it would sort go against the sprit of the place and any attitude would rub off on the children as well), but just help them balance it out with other work required to run the place.

With the school day over Meenakshi went to heard the cows, feed and milk them. They have four cows and two calfs. We also looked at their gobar gas plant, vermi composting and efforts to get as much power possible off grid with their solar power efforts.

We spent a good part of the evening talking – we spoke about their experience with working with two government schools, their present outreach resource centers, hopes to address root cause of migration in the long term with teak, bamboo plantations (on land that has been left fallow by those who have migrated), teacher retention, etc.

All in all we felt it was a good environment for the children to learn and grow as individuals. The teachers work extremely hard and require to be jack-of-all trades to be effective in this school.

We used Ram’s car for the return journey and it took us about 3 hrs to get to Bangalore (including a breakfast stop ().

