Auroville Education Research Center (AERC) – Training center / dormitory for training teachers in Alternative Methods of Teaching
What is the project?

Auroville is a small community near Pondicherry in India.  AERC is currently successfully using Alternative Teaching methods (Glenn Doman method, Rishi Valley method, Phonic Sounds method, Audio Tape method, etc.) in 2 day schools (pre-school to 12th grade).  AERC and Asha are working on a project to build a Training Center – cum – Dormitory for training teachers from other programs/schools in these Alternative Teaching methods.

About the Alternative Teaching Methods

There is a growing stream of thought in India to make the education system more student or learner-focused - by adopting innovative and comprehensive educational methods that make learning easier, faster, more joyous and context-oriented.  The philosophy behind the fundamental shift in the approach to the learning process is that the learner is a living and growing human being.  He/She is unique, that is, he/she has a will, a temperament, and a way of development, of his/her own.  Hence the education of the students should be a process where their innate knowledge and potentials should be brought out and allowed expression.  The role of the teacher should be that of a facilitator in such a learning process.  Learning should be given more importance than conventional teaching methods.  The curriculum, the learning materials and method, evaluation of the learning, organizing the learning time, the classroom environment, classroom management, administration, all these should have the student and his/her learning level as their focus.

A brief discussion of some of the methods used at Auroville schools:
GLENN DOMAN METHOD
This method enables a child to learn a large number of things in a short time.  Glenn Doman, an American, who conducted research for making brain-injured children normal, discovered it.  He succeeded in finding effective ways that made those children normal.  When he applied those methods to normal children he got stunning results:  5 year old children were able to read like an adult, to learn several languages, to recognize the notes of classical music, to distinguish between the paintings of great artists, to perform fantastic gymnastic feats.  His method is simple and can be considered as a systemized use of flash cards, accompanied by the stimulation of auditory and visual senses.  Creative and playway activities are daily given to the preschool children.  Apart from these activities, the teachers apply the Glenn Doman method for imparting reading skills in Tamil and English and general knowledge to the preschool children who joyously respond to this method of learning. The staff members also teach the parents to apply this method to the children at home in a fruitful manner thus shortening their learning time.

RISHI VALLEY METHOD
Learning the subject fully at one’s own pace and acquiring a capacity for self-learning are the hallmarks of this method.  The Isai Ambalam school has transformed into Tamil the educational method discovered and successfully used by the Rishi Valley Rural Schools in Andhra Pradesh in India.  The system entails the use of one multi grade multi level classroom, containing all the primary grades.  The children learn 4 subjects, their mother tongue, Maths, Environmental Science and English – by means of a number of study cards.  Some 500 cards for each of the subjects are prepared and stacked in a gradual sequence of learning.  Joyous learning as well as group activities are in-built in these study cards.  The children study the cards one by one and learn the subject matter by themselves.  To identify the cards that they should study next, the children use a ladder system.  
THEMATIC PROJECT WORK AND EDUCATION BY DESIGN METHODS
For older Young Adults who wish to continue their studies, Thematic Project Work Method and E.B.D. Method (Education By Design) are used and an appropriate classroom environment has been created for them to use these methods.  In the E.B.D. method, as part of their learning process, the Young Adults are given challenges or problems to be tackled, that involve the study of their subject matter.  The teachers create the challenges or problems from the subject matter to be learnt such as staging a play enacting the important events in the Indian Independence Movement, or the preparation of a chart with appropriate illustrations to teach simple prepositions in English.  The Young Adults do Project Work assignments in groups to tackle such problems.  The teachers help them when needed.  Resourceful and intelligent use of this method can bring out the innate talents and faculties of the students.
Training Center status update

The project was brought up at Asha NYC/NJ in 2001.  It was reviewed and approved, and the full funds sent in 2001-2.  Due to administrative and other reasons (at Auroville), the training center construction never started up until early 2005.
The training center construction is about 60% complete (as of July 2005) and Asha NYC/NJ recently approved some additional funds resulting primarily from inflation related increases in labor & material costs. 
The construction is expected to be completed by September 2005.
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Q&As – April 2005

Teaching Methods Efficacy 

1/  Could you please provide some statistics on students entering and leaving (success rate) the 4 core Auroville schools where the Alternate Teaching methods are used.
There are actually only two day schools in Auroville which use alternate teaching methods -- Isai Ambalam School and New Creation School.  The remaining two core schools, Ilaignargal and Arul Vazhi, are part-time evening schools working for only 2 hours every day.  Total number of both the day schools is 350 only.  Every year 25 to 30 children at the 8th standard level, from out of these 350, go to government open school examination for the 8th level.  New Creation School students do the examinations in English and Isai Ambalam School students do it in Tamil.  All these 25 to 30 pass the 8th examination and move to 10th.  Again they all pass 10th and after that whoever is able to pursue further do so.  Generally it is between 15 and 20.  Those who leave at the 10th are compelled to leave due to their family situation.  They either join some work or other in Auroville area or get married if they are girls.  Our experience with all the students who pass 10th standard examination is that their studying in Alternate Teaching Methods do not stand in their way towards succeeding in formal mainstream schools.  

2/  Has there been any measure of effectiveness of Auroville teaching compared to conventional teaching, and details/results thereof.
The answer is a definite yes, but it cannot be compared in a conventional way, that is, marks or syllabus or examination results.  If you compare it in terms of acquisition of life skills like problem-solving, resourceful thinking, original thinking, organisation, collaboration, group work, self-learnig capacity, freshly and boldly facing life situation, psychologcial fearlessness, then you get this yes answer.  For your information, some 50 youths in this area have gone to western countries like U.S., U.K., France and Germany, in the last 12 years, and duration of their stay varied from 3 months to two and a half years.  Not all of them got their education in these two core schools, but they are products of Auroville educational system.  They all had the above qualities.

2/a/  Upto what class standard/grade are Auroville teaching methods applied?  
Upto 12th standard/grade Auroville teaching methods are applied.  But at the 10th level it is more of self-learning combined with teaching (Math, Physics, and English grammar, English poetry), and examination and prescribed syllabus oriented.

2/b/  Beyond that grade, where do students study?  
Beyond that grade they study outside Auroville.  A very small number of them, sponsored by well-wishers, go abroad.

2/c/  How many opt for studying?  Those who don't, what prospects do they have? 
We do not have the statistic for this.  For those who don't we do not have definitive information.  We can approximately say many of them try to join Auroville and work for the fulfillment of its ideals, and most of them succeed in doing so in the course of time varying from 2 to 5 years.

2/d/  How do they transition from AERC's non-conventional to govt/public schools' conventional systems (structured curriculum, board exams, et.al)
As said earlier they all easily adapt to the non-conventional to government/public schools.  I remember one instance that happened 4 years ago.   A group of 10 or 12 students who were all about to complete 14 years and who were all at the 7th standard level in New Creation school were enrolled in the 10th standard at After School in Auroville.  This group consisted of both boys and girls.  They worked for one year full time for studying their subjects in CBSE (Central Board of Secondary Education of India) syllabus, which is one of the toughest syllabus for that level.  After 3 months their working or studying time was from morning 5 AM to night 8.30 PM with 4 breaks of one hour each.  All of them passed with good grades.  They did not break under the stress.  Such things are possible here because all such students develop self-learning and self-organising capacity to a considerable extent, that too, on their own volition.  Since the motivation and volition come from within themselves they are able to achieve such results.  Auroville teaching methods are all based on freedom and free choice.

2/e/  What % of such students succeed at the conventional system?  How does that compare to students who've been in the conventional system since class 1.
Again we do not have the statistics and again we have to repeat what we have said above.  We welcome you to make a field visit sometime, and only after observing and interacting with such students here can the answer be known or rather vividly felt.

Training center / dorm 
1/  What are the results from training imparted thus far - please give some specifics/examples etc.  Have the trained teachers used the methods in entirety (i.e. replaced conventional system) or as a supplement to teaching/learning, and results thereof.  (In context, how was the mid-March training for 10 staff of the NGO?)
It is to be mentioned that, even though a large number of the teachers and educationaists who have visited our schools, maybe about 300 out of 800, expressed their deep wishes to be trained in our methods, they did not have sufficient freedom to do so:  they could not get permission from their higher ups or the syllabus system and its requirement did not permit it.  Only 4 schools have succeeded in it.  The number of teachers in them varied from 5 to 12.  They are doing well with our methods.  They have succeeded well by using one or two of our methods, particularly Glenn Doman method and Audio Tape with Language Games method.

We set very much store in the present group of 10 trainee teachers who got training from us in mid-Marc, because we see that this group in a position to use all our methods and successfully create a system of use out of them.  They have about 30 teaching staff and 600 students.  They are serious about achieving very good resutls with those students and they have quite a good teaching/learning capacity to achieve these results.  We are going to be in continuous contact with them and likely to help them whenever needed for whatever they need. 

2/  What are the barriers for teachers employing the teaching methods at other schools? How, besides building the dorm/training center, can we overcome these barriers?
So far the main barriers for teachers to employ our methods was from the higher ups and the system.  The next barrier was the old mindset which was accustomed to the old way.  But this was mainly with teachers who were above 40 years.  We see this changing a little rapidly in the last one or two years.  Some recent happening persuade us to believe that the system is also starting to give way to these methods.  Some 350 primary schools belonging to Chennai Corporation are using Multi Grade Multi Level Study Cards for the last one year.  This is the system we are using in our school.  Most of the teachers using these methods find the teaching/learning easier than their earlier approach.  Last month the Corporation has all the study cards printed in colour and it has allotted one set of study cards for every 20 students, and each set cost a total of Rs.6000.  They have spent about 50 lakh rupees for printing these cards for the use of all these schools.  It is a real good thing in the right direction.

Slowly the number of organisations who are dealing with child labourers or street children are hearing about us and approaching us to get trained.  All these organisations are free to pursue our methods.  Government is also doing a similar thing for this kind of learners.  Some of them also have approached us.  We believe that from the coming academic year, starting from June, the number of such people will increase to a good extent.  These are all due to the push given by the the Government of India pursuing the Sarva Shiksha Abhyan (Education for All) programme very seriously.  It wants to attain this objective by 2010 A.D.  This effort has created an intense need of alternate methods being felt by more and more number of teachers and educationists.  Maybe after 2 or 3 years we are likely to see good results.

3/  How else will the dorm/training center be used; e.g. when there are no teachers doing visits, how will it be used? 

Dormitory cum training centre will be mainly used for training purpose only.  We have no idea of using it for any other purpose.  We feel, once it is completed and people start coming, it is likely to be occupied throughout the year by the aspiring trainee teachers.

4/  Can you please shed some light on the causes of the increased cost estimate (from the initial ~3 lakhs to the new ~4 lakhs)?
As mentioned earlier, the price of sand, cement, iron, transporation cost, labour cost have all shot up enourmously in the last 3 years resulting in the increase of this Rs.100,000/-.  Further, after we decided to build it inside Isai Ambalam School, we made some alterations in the original plan.  We had added a terrace and a small verandah so that the trainees can feel comfortable and have more air.  It has also added to the cost, maybe about Rs.30,000/-.  

5/  How will the training center sustain operating costs post construction?  Is there an estimate of annual operating expenses?
For the present training in mid-March, lasting for 8 days and for 10 teachers, we got a training fee of Rs.15,000/-.  We do not know whether this is the normal training fee or if this organisation felt so good about this training and hence generous about it.  We feel if people can afford to pay such an amount as training fee then it may not be very difficult to sustain the operating costs.  We expect the minimum operating cost every year to come around Rs.20,000/-.  So I think it may not be difficult to get this amount from the trainees.
