
March 2003 (penned in May 2005)
This is a long overdue site visit report of my visit to Auroville schools in March
2003. I had made a video of the visit and felt that it is not necessary to pen down
my thoughts then. However, since the video is not readily accessible, is in Tamil
and only partially explains what I experienced I decided to pen down some of my
experiences.

You can get to Auroville from Chennai using the East Coast Route. The road was
quite new and the buses travel quite fast. We got to Pondicherry in around 5-6
hrs. We got off at Pondicherry and called Subash. He told us the bus schedule
that would take us closer to Auroville and the villages near the schools. The
buses are very infrequent, one every hr or couple of hrs depending on the time of
the day. We had time, so we grabbed some breakfast before catching the bus to
Sanjeevini Nagar. The bus drove back the way we came for around 10 minutes
and then took a sharp turn into the wilderness; the speed of driving on tarred
roads was gone. The bus slowly ambled over unpaved roads often taking quite
sharp turns. The width of the road was just enough to fit the bus. Clearly these
roads don't see much traffic.

Lourdes came to pick us up in a moped, not quite sure how the suitcase, my
mom and I managed. I think I just walked behind the moped.

We went to one of the guesthouses of Auroville that is near the school. These
are very well managed premises, very peaceful open with lots of vegetation and
cats and dogs roaming around happily. There were kitchen and restrooms that
were shared by all guests. It was like a dorm and all that was provided was a
very simple room with a couple of beds. There are many tourists in Auroville and
these guesthouses survive on tourism. We had already been warned about the
prices so it wasn't a shocker, but Rs. 200/person/day is not something everyone
can afford.

We first went to the Isai Ambalam School. This is a primary school where
children study up to an equivalent of 8th standard. The schooling is alternate.
What is alternate? This is something I wanted answered for myself in the trip. I
was there was to understand this method of teaching and more importantly to
answer at least to myself if this method was better learning environment for the
children. I had met Loudes and Subash 3 yrs back at the Asha India conference
where they met other educators and realized that their ideas on education and
learning was completely different from that in most of our other schools and
achievements of their children 6 yr olds reading books in English and Tamil was
news to our projects.

The school was divided into many independent rooms. The structures had low
roofs and were made of thatch and were quite cool. They were also open
structures not closed rooms allowing for complete “air conditioning”. Picture a
wall with opening as a window; most of the wall is the window. The wall was



really low and the children could easily sit on them if they liked. Each school I
visited in Auroville had it's own a unique architecture and in much harmony with
nature.

Loudes gave us company to show us around the school and we were in the main
hall. There was a long array of mattresses. They were made of coir and all the
children were taking turns to crawl on it. I asked a teacher what they were doing
and she said that they had learnt this technique from another school and the idea
behind it is that most parents are eager that their children walk as fast as
possible and in the process hold them up or encourage them to stand holding
something. However, it has been found that crawling is required for proper hand
eye coordination and a good handwriting. The idea is for the children to revisit
this lost phase in their lives. The children did this twice a day for six months. She
seemed quite confident and had an instruction sheet on how the children should
crawl.

Once they were done we went with them to their classroom. There are no walls,
but pictures drawn by the children covered the bottom of the roof. They were all
very colorful! The classrooms here are very relaxed environment and all the kids
screamed out a good morning as they walked around in the classroom. There
are no chairs or tables. Most children squat on the floor. There were around 12
kids and what appeared like two teachers.
One of them was really enthu, it turned out that she was the teacher the other
was sorta her helper. The children call the teacher 'akka' and were very
affectionate towards her. The reasons for their affection became apparent as
their class started.

The teachers have a timetable for different kinds of activity, one of which
included drawing. The primary teaching method in the class was called Glenn
Doman. As a crux it uses flash cards. But that's just the beginning. I was amazed
at how organized the implementation was. They sorta have a theme for a month.
This month it was a fox and we asked her to continue with the class for the day.
She had a large picture of a fox that one of the teachers had drawn and behind it
was a list of facts for her to keep in mind.  All the children gathered around in a
semi circle and she informally chats with the kids about ideas pertaining to the
fox. Have you see a fox, is a fox a wild animal or a domesticated animal...she
would then digress from the fox and talk about different kind of animals, they all
would together make sounds that different animals make and soon the whole
class was howling like a fox (yep they do) and made sounds like other animals.
The children were completely engrossed and captured by their akka. A kid
enjoying themselves in school is of course excellent, but to be honest, I was still
waiting to be impressed.

Then the real class started. The teacher works with only 3-4 children at any time.
The remaining children are playing with toys and are overlooked by the helper.



However, it requires only a very small attention span by the children < 10 mins in
a day, which is pretty much all they can afford J!

First flashcards with pictures are used and the teacher speaks out the word and
shows the children the colorful cards. Most of the words are common objects like
trees, ring, animals, etc. This is done for the first 6 weeks or so. These children
had already been using this technique for three months or so and had graduated
to the words. The children do not learn the alphabet, they have little patience at
their age. They deal directly with words. Just as pictures children learn to
associate words with the writing. They just go through a handful of words every
day. Just about enough to make a small sentence.

The teacher had then made a book using the words that the children had learnt.
These are made in large letters and the children can read this as a group of 3-4.
Through games and activity these words are repeated among other words and
through singing and dancing the children accept these words as friends.  The
songs include many traditional ones in villages and many adapted to the rhyme
by the teacher. The teacher at this level doesn't need to have studied much, she
had only studied up to grade 8, but must really love the kids and like to keep
them active and excited.

The method was developed by a doctor to try to teach children with mental
disabilities. The method works amazingly well with normal children too. Also in
the first five years the brain of a child develops the most and is capable of
retaining a large amount of information. What is done here is a structured access
to information with some games, music and sounds to remind them of the things
they know.

Working with a small set of children is key to the success of this method and this
is accomplished skillfully with one teacher working with a few children at a time
and one person to overlook the kids playing. There is only a small time that the
children really need to pay any attention. This method is used to first teach the
children their mother tongue and then within the next year to any other language.
We moved to the children a year older who were reading books with relative
ease. Again cooperation is encouraged between children over competition and
by the time children are at an age to go to first grade they have a vocabulary of
over 200 words in multiple languages.

Again teachers make books using the words the children know. Sometimes
grammar isn’t perfect because the children can’t associate with the most abstract
words and is skipped, but there is enough meat in the sentence to know what is
being said.

Then there was the question of whether the children actually understood the
meaning of the word or just knew what the sound of a word is. This became clear
when the children replace the words with their synonyms like 'annam' with



'saadam', etc. A word for them stands for a meaning and not just for the  phonic
sound.

My next question was of course that you couldn’t do this for all words! And sure
enough the techniques change to the phonic technique and the audiotape
technique as the children get older. The entire paradigm of education is based on
understanding the children and is opposite of expecting the children to follow a
teacher. Rote learning is replaced by language games. Exams and tests are
replaced by individual time with children and self-evaluation as the children get
older.

The children learn to read a lot before they write anything. They paint and there
are many interesting ways to get the children used to writing. One example was a
facemask stencil, but it was made using letters of the Tamil alphabet.

I also participated in their math class where very young kids were learning to
count, group and add with pebbles. It is apparently called the monetary method.
It removed the abstractness, but seemed a little boring so I couldn't let go the
chance of having some fun! I sat down with the kids and showed them 10
pebbles. I asked all children to count it. Once they were done I put my hand over
them and grabbed a few and hid them. Then I asked them how many I had. The
kids initially looked at me puzzled. Then one of the little girls yelped and told me
the number. It was correct. The others still looked puzzled, so I just did it again.
Of course now the kid is terribly happy with herself on figuring out the method
and tells the answer. I hope that the others get it they don't (they haven't been
taught subtraction yet), so I do it again the kid again solves it. Now, I didn't want
the other kids to feel left out and was going to explain to them that all they
needed to do was count the stones and subtract it from 10 when the yelpi kiddi
jumps in and I'm still not sure what she said to them but the other kids get it in
about 15 seconds. They regroup and now are ready for me. They ask me to do it
again. So we play the same game with 10 stones then change the number of
stones to 12 to start with and so on. All the kids were out there excited and
answering. I could see a healthy principle we never used in school cooperation
instead of competition. They want to learn together and play together. No kid is
left behind, not because of the teacher, but because of the other children.

All in all there were some 13 techniques used, including adaptation of the entire
Rishi valley curriculum to Tamil. Most of these techniques are described in  the
documents Subash and Loudes have sent are and us available in the AERC
website. It is important to appreciate the time and effort that the teachers and the
organizations have put it to listen to children and learn from them. They also do
not hesitate to research any new technique they learn about to see if it is
beneficial for the children.

Their access, however, is limited to the research that could be done thus far and
this is one area for Asha to work on. To network all such groups so they can



learn from each other. To give scholarships to the teachers to spend time with
other groups and learn the details and tricks of good implementation.

None of the techniques are expensive. They didn't use any of the high-fi
computer based education or for that matter even a TV. What they have is what
most of our schools have. Almost all the tools available to the teachers are just
chart paper, scissors and in some cases cardboard and lamination. The Auroville
Township was started with the vision of mother a disciple of the freedom fighter
turned philosopher Arobindo to represent global friendship. The township is able
to meet many of its needs and the society takes care of the needs of the
followers of the mother. They have their own schools, many of which practice
have used similar techniques for their children. Auroville by itself is quite well off
and the schools well equipped.
However, the Isai Amblam school is not for the rich, it was started as an outreach
program by Aurovillians like Subash who wanted to help the children of the
nearby villages. Unlike the schools in Auroville, these schools do not teach
Arubindo's philosophy and are stand alone in that respect. As they had to sorta
fend for themselves all the aids are made over the years by teachers and
volunteers.

After lunch at the school the children had a session on activity, which was a sort
of drama. There was a 40-inch screen made of a wooden frame covered by a
semi-transparent material (I think it was a sari). The children had made some
animals with cardboard and colored it. They had also made the animals so that
with a stick of the broom they could shake it's head or body. They told a story of
a donkey, fox and lion first in Tamil and then in English. Innovation is not dead in
these kids and is thoroughly encouraged, in fact the children were always
encouraged!

I visited the other schools running slightly different techniques. This was the new
creation school. The person who runs this school is more conservative. They
also don't work with as young children as Isai Ambalam. Their main strength has
been the project-based techniques, where children work in groups to research a
topic instead of studying it from a textbook. They have information as
encyclopedias and the children once they are given a topic do this over a few
hrs, if it is a practice problem to over days if it is a practical problem. At the end of
their research the children try to put all the information together by preparing a
poster for the problem.
I'm a little fuzzy about all the problems, one of the groups was working on how
the rain has been in the last few years in Auroville and what should be done to
improve the water problem. The kids here too are very comfortable reading and
the confidence and keen sense of inquiry is still there.

I also began to understand the philosophy of schools and education in Auroville.
The idea is not to create replicas, but to create informed adults who have no fear,
are independent and innovative. Their schooling in the next phase enters the last



school and finally to what is called no school where people start doing their
independent research based on everything they have learnt. Auroville is a
thriving hub of research in many areas be it primary production like agriculture or
water filtration mechanism and this has been achieved by such schooling.

But, without the backbone of a society like Auroville can such children survive in
the mainstream? This was the question that bugged me and led me to Udavi
School. These schools integrate children into the mainstream and help them
write govt 10th and 12th examinations. Here I spoke to a few children who had
studied in multiple schools and I encourage the reader to hear from these
children themselves.
(BTW, the background noise of a person going ah, ah is a person talking on
phone not one of us making fun of him).

In essence the children have managed even in schools that have exams every
few weeks, they don't like it much, they have adapted to learn for the exams
rather than just learn. I even quizzed one of them when I asked him about how
he learnt with the project method and if he remembers anything. He did and
knew more about the animals in the US, the lakes and jungles that even I know.
Every he knew was in pictures as he used his hands and showed the places. I
asked him about New York and he told me that it was in the tip with the lady
standing with the torch. These children are remarkable human beings they do not
live in the constant fear of the future like most of us do and just live in the now.

The architecture at this school is again remarkable with plenty of light and large
windows. I finally saw furniture in this school.

Over the course of the next day I also visited other schools including the evening
school, which helps children who did not get a chance to learn to come up to
speed with comfortable conversations in English and being able to keep
themselves aware by reading newspapers, etc. Again the theme of an open
learning environment where people can ask questions prevailed and I was a fill in
for an English chat for them.

This is truly a different world of education where children matter. It is our
responsibility to ensure that all the teachers and coordinators of our projects to
visit these schools and learn, if nothing else, to understand that wonders can be
achieved if we just listen to the children.

There were two possible sites proposed one near the new creation school and
the other inside the Isia Amblam School. Subhash had mentioned that it might be
difficult to do it inside the school since they themselves were planning to expand
and it might have to be near the new creation school. This needs to be worked
on. I personally prefer the teachers staying as close to school so it is possible to
avoid the need for cycles, etc for commute.


