Visit to Vidyodaya School, Gudalur, Nilgiris

Visitor: James Cavender

October 5-14, 2006

I arrived at the Adivasi Hospital shortly after midnight on Thursday the 5th.  Ratish, one of the nurses, let me into the guest house.  I walked to the school in time for the morning bell at 9.  The first class of the day is an all-school assembly called “prayer,” although it is mostly singing.  (The school is non-denominational.  Most students are Hindu but there have been Moslem students and at least one teacher is Catholic.  Occasionally there is teaching about religions but there is no attempt to indoctrinate.)  I counted noses and found fewer students than I expected.  The teachers mentioned that the sixth-graders were out at their vocational training jobs.  Ramdas later explained that the jeep was not running that term, so enrollment was reduced.

After prayer, Surenduran, the only male teacher, put me to work.  Class VIII was to take the Big Exam in a few weeks.  My job was to teach English.  When I greeted them, Arunkumar was confident enough to speak.  He explained why Kethan was absent.  (He had neglected to wash his pants and had nothing to wear to school.)  Arunkumar’s arm was in a sling and we discussed that.  I tried to get each kid to speak one English sentence.  Arunkumar, Nithya, Meraji and Anupuma all rose to the occasion, but tiny Anitha was too shy to speak in that setting.  Not knowing how Surenduran taught English, I decided the best thing I could do was give them a model of correct speech.  I rattled on.  When a teacher brought me a cup of Adivasi tea, I said that I did not like the metal cup.  For me, a cup made of clay was better.  Arunkumar noted the problem with my preferred cup.  “If you drop it...”  

It must have been time for math.  Meraji went to a cupboard and got out a big box of math flash cards and began drilling her classmates.  After a minute, I decided to try them on a problem they had not seen before.  I asked, “What is 75 percent of 88?”  If I had made them get out paper and pencil, they probably would have intently done it right, but that was not the mode they were in.  They all began shouting wild guesses, even shy Anitha.  This is good.  In a government school, Adivasi kids are afraid to speak up.  Arunkumar would not have commented on my taste in teacups.  Eventually, a soft voice said, “Sixty-six.”  It was Anupama.  I calmed the others down and had her tell the class how she got the answer, which she did in decent English.  Arunkumar and Anapuma are brother and sister.  They live in a mud hut in the forest.  They are members of the Kattu Naiken tribe, reputed to be a bunch of sorcerers.

Later in my visit, I was in the house of Shyla, the ob/gyn from the hospital, when heard I a faint rapping at the door.  I looked and found Anitha and Meraji standing outside.  I asked why they had come, and now Anitha had courage to speak English.  They were there to guide Anitha’s cousin from Shyla’s house back to Anitha’s.  

All of Class VIII passed the Big Exam.  Anitha scored highest of them all.

Another day, government inspectors came to the school.  Since it was illegal to have more classes than classrooms, the seventh grade was sent out to the soccer field to work on algebra, and I was set to supervising them.  They were doing better than I could have in the seventh grade.  Vijimol asked for help, but she really didn’t need it.

Part of the school yard is paved with cow dung and the teachers have found it makes a pretty good chalkboard.  I saw younger kids doing addition on chalk number lines on the ground measured out with their feet.

“Crafts” is a daily class for all kids.  They do beadwork, needlepoint, embroidery, drawing, painting and more.  They sink deep into childhood concentration.  I was shown some of the better products.  These seemed good for young kids.

“Games” is the physical activity period.  It is mostly unsupervised.  The kids themselves often organize a soccer game and a cricket game.  Everyone seems to be running around like mad.  

Each kid has an assigned chore: sweeping, shaking out the floor mats, watering flowers, washing blackboards, etc.  These are done at the start and end of the school day.

I sat in on a seventh grade English class.  The teacher read an article that mentioned reincarnation.  She asked, “If you could come back, what would you like to be?”  Durga was first to answer:  “A man!”

I also watched the seventh grade in science class.  They were doing optics and were performing the basic lens experiment of casting the image of a flame on the wall.  Later, when studying the eye they all looked at each other’s eyes, trying to see the pupils.  I joined in and they agreed that mine were easiest to see.  Two examples of book-learning supported by observation.

On Friday the 13th I saw an example of the opposite.  It was a school holiday on account of panchiyat elections, but some kids who lived nearby came to the kindergarten shed to do yet more cramming.  Meraji, Nithya, Anitha and Durga were there.  They turned to the chapter on astronomy in their books and began to recite.  Durga was not to take the Big Exam for another year and did not have a copy of the book.  No problem for her.  She had it memorized.  When they mentioned Polaris, I asked whether they had ever seen it.  No.  A few steps from where they were kneeling, you can see it in the dark Nilgiri sky any night.  They had never knowingly seen Polaris, the Milky Way, alpha Centauri , or any planet except Mars.  Durga said she could identify Ursa Major, but that was the only constellation any of them knew.

I didn’t see Ramdas and Rama, the founders of the school, until Wednesday the 11th, when they came just to see me.  (They stay away for long periods to get the Adivasis used to the idea that this is their school and they can run it themselves.)  Ramdas said that a new building is still the top priority.  They have located a 0.6 acre site which costs $18,000.  They had $12,000, needed $6,000.  (I later confirmed with Shyla and others that land really is this expensive in the suburbs of Gudalur.)  They also want to bring in batches of Adivasi kids from far and wide for two or three week catch-up courses, but this can’t begin without lodging arrangements, which will also take money.

Also on Wednesday, Kethan’s older sister Kali, who works in the regional education organization, brought two old women to the school.  They taught the kids some traditional Adivasi songs.  I saw other attention to tribal culture during my visit.  A class made a mud scale model of a traditional house and added a thatch roof, supervised by a tribal elder.  The whole school did a tribal dance in two big circles.  I was shown the book of folk ways in the language of the Paniya tribe, produced by the Adivasi organization.  (My four astronomy students were Paniyas.  Surenduran told me they probably knew some Paniya constellations.)

Thursday afternoon I rode the school bus.  On the way to the last stop we plunged down a one-lane road, paved with jagged rocks, on a steep hillside.  Arunkumar called from the rear of the bus, “James-Uncle, how do you like our new road?”

Saturday from 9:30 to 2:00 there was a teacher’s meeting at the school, led by Rama.  Quite a bit of time was spent discussing how to educate a few individual students who don’t fit the mold.  Mehdi’s only gift is drawing.  Bomman wakes up only when acting in a play.  Both these were old enough to be in Class VIII, but were held back.  They would have been miserable and they would have flunked the Big Exam.

“The Quarters” is a pair of brick buildings with eight apartments, originally meant to house hospital nurses.  I had told Surenduran that I would like to see the Quarters, and one afternoon Nithya and Durga showed up to take me there.  They had orders to bring James-Uncle by the road, not through fields, but we took the short-cut along muddy dikes between rice paddies.  They gave me a thorough tour and finally led me into Durga’s apartment.  They provided me a chair and offered me cookies on a tray.  Both then disappeared into the kitchen where I heard much fussing.  Eventually, they brought me tea with lots of milk in a ceramic cup.  Nithya had understood what I said about teacups eight days before and remembered.  These two gracious Indian hostesses were 11 and 13.

In conclusion, in small classes with Adivasi teachers, the kids have confidence and high spirits.  The school has enough order and discipline to keep learning on track, but not enough to dampen spontaneity.  The kids are doing well academically through the highest grade.  Their spoken English is uneven, but not bad, I think, for kids who hear English only in school.  The attention to Adivasi culture is real.  The Indian exam system drives the school toward rote learning in some cases.

