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March 1982 to March 2007 – Twenty-five years. A milestone of sorts.

CFL is an idea that has sustained through these twenty-five years. CFL is one of the very few alternative education centres that strives to offer the best educational practices to the under-privileged and privileged children without segregating them. This has posed many challenges within the classroom and mainly outside it – as the privileged parents continue to resist this – but we have persisted successfully. 

CFL has been successful in demonstrating that given the same opportunities within a classroom the under-privileged child can compare favourably with the more privileged children. CFL has also demonstrated that even without the pressure, testing or competition that are the norm and considered indispensable for children to do well, children can be taught to strive for excellence and more than measure up in the mainstream as our children have repeatedly demonstrated. 

CFL has been successful in inspiring non-trained people and teachers to become committed, reflective practitioners. This led to a demand for the CFL training for teachers of other organizations. CFL, in line with its aim, has changed the way many teachers and parents understand education. This has meant that at least some children will escape being subjected to the pressure of competition, drudgery and joyless learning that has become the norm of schools. 

Prof Krishna Kumar, Director, NCERT, and Mr. Anil Bordia – former Secretary of Education, Govt. of India have appreciated Edu-Care, our publication, at many forums. Many other serious educationists like Dr Sharda Jain, Dr Saraswati have appreciated Edu-Care.

CFL has been one of the few centres that has tried to understand education both from a practical, nuts-and-bolts classroom understanding and abstract theoretical and philosophical terms. Perhaps we can consider it a recognition of sorts that a founder member of CFL was invited to be part of the National Curriculum Review Committee of NCERT and is listed as a resource person for consultation and training.

CHILDREN’S EDUCATION

It was a good year as far as admissions were concerned. There was an increase in fee-paying and sponsored childrens' enrollment. The total touched 72 but stabilized around 65.

The number of fee-paying children was 26 and the number of sponsored children was  38. We worked for 200 days during the year.       

This twenty-fifth year can be called the year of the parents’ support. They participated and helped in almost every event in one way or another. We are getting close to becoming a community school – an open learning space where children and parents feel comfortable discussing, participating, giving feedback, demanding what they need. 

This year while we were able to ensure that there was no drop in learning standards, there were severe problems as there was a drastic shortage of teachers. Two senior teachers went on prolonged medical leave. CFL had three new, trainee teachers who handled classes of children below class two. BKS was called back to help and she came in for half a day to take class two and three. All the classes of the nine+  to thirteen year olds were with GKS and the volunteer parents. 

We also conducted a medical check-up of the children and did the essential follow-up with those who needed deworming, vitamins and calcium.

High lights: 

The high level of parent participation and involvement in school events and to help us tide over the teacher crisis. This also shows that we have progressed in increasing participation of the parent community in the running of the centre. It also reveals their commitment to the centre – instead of complaining about the lack of teachers, they all chipped in to help in different ways.

The number of special events we were able to conduct even with the shortage of teachers.
The first major event of the year was a film festival on the theme of education. CFL, along with friends at Anandabharthi, organized a film festival. The films were a collection sent by Shikshantar on the theme of education – some were critiques of the present schooling system but most were based upon possibilities of educating differently. The screening on both the days was well attended by friends of Anandabharthi and Centre for Learning, parents and other outsiders. There were more than seventy people on both days. The children above twelve came in on both the days. 

Teacher’s Day Celebrations – This year Teacher’s Day celebrations were very different. We teachers were thrown out of school by the students and their parents – while they co-operated to put up a great event for us – the former teachers of CFL were also invited and felicitated. On Teacher’s Day we were told to arrive at a particular time and we did - to find the school transformed. There were decorations outside and inside. The children enacted scenes out of the Mahabharat. This was followed by a feast for everyone.

Some of our problems are peculiar to us. On Children’s Day, we are always perplexed: how do we celebrate the day? It is supposed to be a special day when you do something different from the ordinary to celebrate the day. Other schools have games or drawing and painting or movies but since at CFL this is part of a normal functioning it becomes difficult to chose something different. This year we decided to hire a bus and take the children and mothers for a picnic – some grandparents joined in for the picnic. It was a noisy, exciting event and, in fact, the mothers enjoyed it more than the children – See photographs of Mothers Day Out. In fact, the older children were not too happy, as they did not want parents at their picnic or anyone to organize their time.  

Independence Day was celebrated with our usual enthusiasm and the programme was much appreciated by parents. The reading out of essays written by children on the problems of India was much appreciated. The eight year olds wrote of the problems faced by children, the nine year olds spoke about the problems that their families face and the ten year olds about problems in their neighbourhood and colonies, and eleven year old children spoke of problems in the country and twelve plus spoke of problems of environmental pollution, war and gender that are faced by people across the world. The songs that the children sang suggested hope and the need for working together to overcome problems. 

We had a hand-made cards exhibition cum sale in December. The children’s Art was much appreciated. Some of these cards were sold by Amar Nandayala in the US and we will know the figure when he  returns. 
At the end of the year, we had an Art and Writing Exhibition of the Children’s work which was much appreciated. Parents commented that we had more variety than usual and that for the first time younger classes had almost as much output as the higher classes. (A few samples of drawings and writings are included.) Mythili Aggarwal, an ex-parent, who has often done Art courses for the children at CFL, exhibited her paintings in the hall upstairs. She also gave a talk explaining how each set of the paintings was an attempt to learn a particular technique or medium of painting.

· The children tried out other experiments on their own – they designed their own individual timetables, they tried group timetables, they increased their playtime and the class hours beyond two o’clock. They were loud and very vocal about how they wanted their school to function.

· They voted when they wanted school and when they wanted holidays and we teachers had to forego several public holidays as the children voted that they did not want a holiday! We made history, in a sense, as children voted not to have holidays but a school day.

· The children evolved several plays on their own and enacted them. The themes they came up with were ‘how violence does not help children learn’, ‘stopping cruelty to animals’ and ‘difference between CFL and other schools’. An interesting learning was self-correction- some children who were misbehaving by not co-operating with their group or distracting were thrown out of the group by their friends. This made them correct their behaviour and worked better than any correction or intervention by a teacher.

Children celebrate twenty-five years of CFL. The oldest group initiated and planned a celebration all on their own and invited previous and present teachers – which made it very special. They had planned originally to involve the middle group too but because one of them could not contain her excitement and ‘leaked out’ the secret, the seniors excluded them! One could not but help admire the initiative, planning, preparation of the senior students – or fail to be touch by their love for the teachers and CFL.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

B. Vignan Kiran, who has been with us since he was in LKG,  participated in the three Art Competitions and won two second prizes and one first prize.

Some parents who need to be individually acknowledged for their help are: 

 Mr. Satyanarayan for Math and Telugu classes for the seniors in the second term and Telugu classes in the third term. Mrs. Ekta for help with Math and Science classes for the seniors in the third term. 

Mr. Shyam Sundar, Mr. Satyanarayan, Mrs Neeraja and Mrs Vijaya for help in organizing the picnic with children and their mothers.

 Mrs Jyothi, Mrs Deepa and Mrs Neeraja who along with other mothers and the children organized the Teachers Day play, decorations and celebrations. Mrs Neeraja and Mrs Vijaya also spread out a feast for everyone on this day. It was so nice to come in as guests on the day and not have to take care of anything.

Mrs. & Mr. Nagender Rao, Mrs & Mr. Gautam Ghosh and Mr. Lalith Mitta and Jyothirmayi for their financial contribution. 

Col. M D Singh and Zodiac Printers for his continued donation of paper for use in the Art and Craft classes as well as to make teaching-learning aids without worrying about costs or running up the cost.

Mr. Satyanarayan, Mrs Vijaya, Mr.Yadaiah, Mr. Shyam Sundar, Mrs Jyothirmayi, Mrs Deepa in advertising the work of CFL and helping in enrolling more students. Mrs Sangeetha and Mrs Rita helped in the enrollment of many sponsored children and with the Teachers’ Day celebrations.

Low lights: 

Acute shortage of teachers, especially competent teachers.

Teaching as a profession attracts few people nowadays. In addition to that  one needs to factor in the extremely low competence levels of the people who are attracted to education. 

For several years now we have started with untrained people and have trained them successfully but  it is becoming increasingly difficult to find people with good language skills in the local/regional languages or even basic competence in the school subjects. This means that one does not just need to train them but also conduct basic skills courses before starting any training. Then they leave for other ‘better’ jobs as soon as they are trained!

Considering that with our concerted effort we were unable to get any teachers, one wonders if raising the salary we offer might not help attract more skilled people. We shall not be able to get people with even basic competence unless we pay at least Rs. 5000/- pm – which means that we need to raise money for paying that salary.

Parent- Teacher sessions

There were eight parent-teacher sessions through the year on second Saturdays. The sessions dealt with teaching-learning issues and supporting children’s academic and social development as well as physical growth.

We invited guest speakers from Serenity Foundation for a talk on alcohol/substance abuse and de-addiction, which all the parents found very useful and informative.

Edu-Care:

We were able to bring out two issues of Edu-Care on the themes of Higher Education: Not Made in India and Stopped. This year again we failed to bring out three issues as planned and barely finished the second issue in time. We need to improve this and produce three issues regularly.

The amount received for subscriptions towards Edu-Care shows a marginal increase over the previous year. 

Teacher Education sessions:

This year there were one-to-one in-house teacher education sessions to accommodate the different levels and subjects that each new teacher was teaching. 

We had two five-day teacher education sessions for Samuha teachers. A follow-up did not take place mainly because with the shortage of teachers at CFL we were not able to conduct the sessions. The training fees was a total of Rs 29,000/-

For the training sessions for the senior staff of SCERT and DIET that ASCI was asked to conduct, Dr. Anita Kaul earlier Secretary NCERT advised the ASCI team to consult Dr. Gurveen Kaur of CFL and Dr Jacob Tharu for planning the sessions. * 

Participation in other forums

GKS was invited to present a paper at a National Seminar held at CESS on Equity and Education. The paper entitled Challenges of an Inclusive Classroom was  highly appreciated.

GKS read a paper entitled Through Language to Silence at a Seminar on Language, Literature, Pedagogy and Translation at the University of Hyderabad.

GKS was invited for participation/consultation at a forum to discuss the priorities and modalities for setting up a National Institute of Education by Mr. Anil Bordia, the former Secretary of Education, Govt. of India.

GKS was invited to a seminar organized by Wipro-WATIS to present a paper, also to Centre for Learning – Bangalore for a Symposium on Educating for a Sane Society - but was not able to attend these.

GKS was invited to Dr Reddy’s Foundation for discussion on ‘common schools’.

GKS is part of the Multiversity team to frame an alternative syllabus for Philosophy for the University that will be submitted to UGC. This is an attempt to design a post-modern, post-colonial and a post-traditional, culturally rooted syllabus that breaks out of the Euro-centric bias of all syllabus in India even after 50 years of Independence.

GKS continues to be part of the Philosophy Of Education team of MA Education Course at TISS – though not teaching. In the coming year two students of the course will do their field attachment at CFL.

Future Plans

CFL has decided to celebrate and mark the twenty-fifth year of commitment to the cause of quality education for all children – particularly the under-privileged children – by deciding to grow into a Resource Centre in addition to continuing the work with the children. We hope to develop into an education Resource Centre that will focus on teacher support and education, public education,  theoretical/philosophical writings and some teaching-learning material production. It will continue to function as a Community Resource Centre for the people in its neighbourhood. We will need to seek financial support for the same.   

Finances

It was a good year financially with a fees collection of Rs. 2,68,043/-. The increase in the number of fee-paying children and the raise in the fees accounted for this amount. This was done in the case of new students, as well as some older parents who could afford it. However some parents requested that they be permitted to pay the enhanced fee from the next academic session and we did not insist upon the increased amount in such cases.  

The total donations received amount to Rs 3,04,400/-. This is mainly because SRTT has sanctioned a grant of Rs 5,00,000/- and has sent half the amount.

With increase in the bank interest rates, the interest on fixed deposits has improved considerably. We received Rs 1,08,489/- on interest on the FDs as opposed to much lesser figures of the previous years.

We made an attempt to renew the Income Tax Exemption under 80-G but were unable to make progress on that front. The attempt to get the exemption is on after filing a fresh application.  

The accounts were maintained by Mr. Surya Phani and the audit report completed in time by Mr. Harjit Singh and Associates.

Appendix 1.

Programme for Capacity Building for SCERT Directors and Senior Faculty (8th-12th January 2007)

Summary Report:

The 5-day programme held at ASCI was attended by 15 participants, from 6 States. Representatives included Directors, Deputy Directors, Senior Faculty members from SCERT and corresponding institutions, as well as senior DIET Principals.  

The Programme was designed on the basis of the outputs from the Brainstorming Workshop held at ASCI (8th-9th March 2006), and the recommendations of the MHRD in its aftermath.  The latter suggested the inclusion of external resource persons such as Dr. Gurveen Kaur and Dr. Jacob Tharu in the revision of the programme.  

The programme design was modeled on a combination of issues related to the management of public education in the context of the GoI’s Education for All objectives.  The changing perceptions of the SCERT’s role and its own expectations as an institution in the upcoming Eleventh Plan, especially given the existing differences in practices among the States, proved challenging in directing the focus of the programme.  

CHALLENGES AND RECOMMENDATIONS

1. While Research and Training are both critical to the SCERT, a few states such as Tamil Nadu have bifurcated these into separate departments, a move which was praised by other States.   According to the participants, in the Eleventh Plan, Training too will be subsumed by the SSA, which then requires SCERT to shift its focus to qualitative Research and Administration.  However, the internal structure and strengths of these organizations are not identical and therefore the implications are different for each State.  It is strongly recommended that in future, programmes should involve fewer states and more representatives from their respective organizations, in order to deliver a more effective programme and one, which will bear more direct relevance to them.

2. Prior to their arrival, participants were to return a questionnaire prepared by ASCI, which would contribute to the design of the programme too.  However, due to delays linked to coordination and confirmation of attendance, the questionnaires were only returned after the first day.  As a result, it was not possible to intervene as qualitatively as was intended.  However, we did manage to introduce a session on “Peer Review” on Day 3.  

3. It was unfortunate that our intended guest speakers were unable to attend the Panel Discussion, which was to serve as the launch pad for the programme. However, the situation was managed by inviting local resource persons who were received well by the participants.  Similarly, our closing session too had to be changed, as representatives from the MHRD were unable to attend.  However Dr. P. Krishnaiah, Secretary, School Education (GoAP) delivered the valedictory session and expressed great appreciation for the programme, and even suggested that more participants be involved in the future.

PARTICIPANTS’ FEEDBACK

1. Aside from the aforementioned challenges, which can be managed in future, the programme itself was appreciated for its focus on Research especially and while some felt the challenge lay ahead in the implementation stage and in confronting ground realities, the participant response is testimony that the programme was of tremendous value. In the words of the participant from Orissa during his presentation of the Institutional Action Plan, “we feel a sense of empowerment. . . the sense of helplessness, which was there initially, is gone.  I am optimistic of the future”. 

2. The concept of using  “Learning Notes” proved useful in the development of the Institutional Action Plans, in which there was direct and indirect references to implement almost all the training inputs of the Programme.  

3. The participants were also appreciative of the Field Visits to the local schools, which served as a live demo of alternate teaching and learning methods that critical documents, such as the NCF 2005, recommends, and which they could see were both successful and practical. For instance, some participants suggested adopting the Centre For Learning model for Bridge Schools, which are also based on multi-grade teaching and collaborative teaching methods.  
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