Changing Visions

Introduction about Hope
Today I would like to share some thoughts about ‘Hope’ - Asha of course means hope - it is one of those big words that is in danger of being understood as an abstract word – something up in the air – but hope is nothing if it is not facing and acting on the possibilities of even the most difficult situations. It is difficult to talk about because it opens up sometimes just under the surface feelings of cynicism, weariness, doubt or even the very opposite of hope – despair.
 (Story of Gopal
Hope is not about an unfulfilled longing for the future – wishful thinking. 
The folly of such hopes is well illustrated in a Bengali folk story.
The story tells of a farmer, Gopal who tired of hearing his neighbours daydreaming about their wishes and fancies. One day he heard a fierce argument – the husband had wished he had a cow – and the wife responding to this fancy went out and purchased five pots. She told her husband that one pot was for milk, one for curd, one for buttermilk, one for ghee and when asked what the fifth pot was for she told him it was to take milk to her sister. The husband was furious and asked who had allowed her to give milk to her sister. In his rage he broke the pots. Hearing the commotion of broken pots Gopal went and asked his neighbours what was happening. The husband explained. Then Gopal took a stick and began beating the couple until they begged for mercy and demanded to know the reason for his action. Gopal said – I had the most delicious beans and cucumbers growing in my vegetable garden but your cow came and ate them all up . The husband was bewildered – and asked which garden ? – which beans and cucumbers? Gopal smiled as he said – the vegetable garden I am hoping to make!! )
Hope is more concerned with our awareness of the present and its potential for change.

Inevitably we are in complex and often ambivalent situations Solutions are not easy to come by and any creative activity whether it is  evolving a vocational skills training programme, 
 sustaining an alternative school,
involving the community in the running of gvt schools

 making an organization such as Asha work,
 finding ways and means to support children constructing their own knowledge 
or writing a poem 
necessarily begin with an impetus of dream and vision which is tempered by experience that potentially makes us wiser if not always successful in the eyes of the world. 

Our small place of work – like any conversation –has a history and a fluidity. 
What is said between two people is only a small part of a complex conversation,
 In the school situation what happens in the classroom is affected not only by the individual teacher’s viewpoint and the children’s context but these in turn have been impacted by much wider forces and continue to be shaped by positive and negative factors. 
Hope and change – the school

I have been working since 1975 in a non-formal school in a semi rural area outside Bangalore. There have been many changes since the school began : in the village, in the children’s lives, in parents’ expectations and in my own understanding of the role of the school.

Inevitably, over a period of 35 years there have been personally times of deep satisfaction and joy but there also have been times of doubt and a struggle to try and understand and respond to the changing needs. 
Nature of hope as a journey

In any journey there is a freshness and eagerness when you start and it is probably fortunate that we do not know what lies ahead – there is a kind of romanticism that makes beginnings possible – as the journey goes on there are times when you wonder why you started, the way is not so clear and there are difficulties that you have not foreseen but there are also times of joy and refreshment and then there comes also a time that it is the journey itself that is important and that the goal and the ideal may be beyond our reach.
The path beneath your feet

There is a Jewish saying that when travelling through the forest on a full moon night it is wise to look at the path beneath your feet and not gaze at the stars and moon above. So it is the every day and the present moment that becomes most significant. It is not that the grand vision that we started out with has faded but that it has to be grounded within a context and shared and changed by people.

Change 

Just now we are facing a tremendous amount of change in every sphere - from our personal lives to the unpredictable and massive change in the atmosphere and the very life of the planet. Schools are also changing - who would have imagined 20 years ago teachers in Delhi or Nagpur under surveillance – being monitored by CCTV ? Or that robot teachers could be made that are programmed to praise or scold the pupils in a class? 

The school where I work is situated 25 kms from Bangalore. Thirty years ago there was no tarred road, no bus, no electricity, no telephone, few fences and almost no plastic. There was water in open wells and open fields where rain fed crops were grown. Increasingly, the village is now becoming part of the Bangalore sprawl – a ring road is planned very nearby, many people have two wheelers, a video shop provides entertainment and goods from pickle to soap powder are available in plastic sachets in local shops. 

This would be just typical of the kind of changes that are happening not just in Bangalore – though there the pace is accelerated – but in India and in many parts all over the world. 
The unknown 
The only certainty we have in this experience of flux is that things do not stay still. There is a Buddhist saying that you can never put your foot in the same river twice – there is a flow and change and a river never stands still. This is true of the way we look at questions about education and the way we try to shape answers. It is different for each one of us and also different each time we approach these questions. Ideas – like a river – have an element of continuity but there is also inevitable change. This is true for all learning - that it is a journey of discovery and not a fixed body of knowledge. 

We are not victims of change but responding to change.

Image of child 
Hope gives us a framework for our lives both in terms of the present moment and also a way of understanding the past and future. An image of hope that comes to mind is ‘the child’ not the child as dependent or helpless victim, nor a sentimental view of the child as cute or precocious but the resilience and power of a child. 

Story of Ayyapan

Many myths relate stories where the child’s innocence, powerlessness and very vulnerability prove to be strengths. There is the story of the child Ayyapan who is caught in a web of ugly court intrigues. The scheming courtiers devise a plan to kill the child and win the favour of the jealous queen and tell him that his stepmother needs the milk of tiger to restore her to health. Imagine their shocked amazement when Ayyapan returns from the dangers of the forest astride a she tiger unperturbed. Ayyapan prefers to return to the mountain to be the Lord of the animals than to enter into the political power games of the palace and so departs voluntarily. He is beyond the power of the machinations of human ambition and jealousy. 

The innocent and naïve trust of childhood is one vital element of hope but in itself is not sufficient to withstand the inevitable disappointments, failures, ambiguities and violence that growing maturity exposes us to. 

Trust v. mis-trust

 This tension begins from early childhood. The neo-Freudian psychoanalyst, Erik Erikson outlines eight critical stages in the human life cycle and the first is the crisis between trust and mistrust in early childhood. A young child comes to trust or distrust that the relationships and environment will meet his or her emotional and physical needs. This experience of mutuality and being nourished is foundational for our lives. In some sense the perennial child remains within us as our innocence but its strength becomes grounded when it is tested by experience. 
 Hope must include the harsh sometimes terrifying reality of violence and injustice so that it is not a superficial optimism remaining on the level of fantasy or romanticism. There is a movement from innocence to experience and then towards a hope that includes positive and negative experiences.

 Increasingly we have to come to terms with the gap between our dreams and what is possible, between the forces of darkness and light, and to see our desires and reality as not in opposition to each other but in creative relation to each other. 

Changing expectations

Thirty years ago many children were not going to school – now the situation has dramatically changed.
Many parents struggle to send their children to sometimes very inferior schools in the hope that this will bring them not only better employment opportunities but also dignity and respect in the eyes of the society. How far are these hopes and expectations being met and what is our own response to meeting this challenge ? 

Asha
When Asha started 18 years ago there was a clear commitment to promote education. There was a significant shift when the “mission statement’ was re-worded to “Education for social and economic change. “ This statement could again be broadened so that growth - maybe another word for education - includes issues of peace and justice, and sustainability and participation … until it includes all that gives life – and not only other people’s lives but all our lives - as Desmond Tutu, the South African leader said,

 

I cannot be human without you being human.

One of the positive effects of globalization is a confirmation of our inter-dependence . In a joint statement by the Nobel Laureates had said, 
As never before, the future of each of us, depends on the good of all.

Buddha
Which might be understood as a re- wording of the Boddhistva’s realization that enlightenment is nothing if it does not include the whole of creation down to the last blade of grass and so must return to the world and discover through compassion his bond and responsibility to all.

It has become increasingly clear that the dream of providing meaningful education and equal opportunity for all is elusive and far more demanding than was naively anticipated. At the time of Independence there was an assumption that education would inevitably lead to progress and that by its very nature was unambiguously transformative. 

 It is necessary to look closely at the kind of forces that are at work that have created the gulf not only between policy rhetoric and actual practice but also our own visions and efforts at implementation.

The school is not in a vacuum and it is shaped not only by local and national forces, political parties and corporate bodies but also international donor agencies and the global market. All of these have their own agenda. 

The school reflects social and economic inequalities in the wider society and some would argue that far from undermining differences 

education reinforces and reproduces these disparities.
What are the kind of changes that we look for, that we can work towards and support and hope for - 
Inclusion of all – related to Gandhi’s concept of antyodaya
Inclusion of other people’s points of view has to be the startingpoint – Lisa Delpit, the Afro American writer says:

We must keep the perspective that people are experts on their own lives. We must learn to be vulnerable enough to allow our world to turn upside down in order to allow the realities of others to edge themselves into our consciousness.

Enrolment but exclusion

The majority of children are now going to school – according to the latest Probe report – enrolment is as high as 95% - and now with the Government’s latest policy in Karnataka for example there is automatic promotion up until 7th standard so certification is ensured but there is a growing concern about what is happening in the school. 
The Probe Report stated that about half of schools visited randomly were not functioning at all and that even where lessons were happening children were hardly engaged. 

There is schooling but not learning.
 There are growing expectations but many children are again facing discrimination in being subjected to an education that leads only to the frustration of unfulfilled hopes.
 Real change of equal opportunity and the possibility of learning skills to live and work is elusive because there are so many forces that resist change because changes in some ways threaten the status quo. 

 The exclusion of so many children – not in terms of enrolment or even attendance but their experience of marginalization within the classroom and the school system for a variety of reasons – gender, caste, religion or being differently abled has to be acknowledged and addressed.
Inclusion of diversity of cultures and experiences

Comparable to genetically modified crops we are increasingly facing a monoculture in education where only mental skills of numeracy and literacy are considered relevant – - Jontien Declaration in 1990 narrowed down an expectation of education -someone remarked that it is a knowledge through the fingertips that is passive and virtual - other kinds of knowledge are sidelined or ignored. Like the problems of mono-cropping there is an imbalance created if there is an emphasis on only one kind of learning.

Discontinuity of culture
There is evidence that in classroom practice, in the content of the text books and the nature of the curriculum and ways of evaluation that a majority of children feel alienated from the culture of school. The school is geared to meet the needs of the already privileged in terms of language – whether the so-called ‘pure’ language, the emphasis on mental rather than practical skills and the conscious cultural discontinuity from home to school. 
 Mainstream schools make little attempt to accommodate or adjust to the particular needs or lives of rural children. School is offered not as a continuation from home but as something fundamentally and necessarily different from home. The language, ways of learning, the games the children play, the history and geography they learn the work they do or look forward to doing bears little or no relation to the actual lives and experience of the children. Images of home and family encountered in the text book are often at variance with reality The village, if represented at all is not the village the children know and live in but an idyllic place of leisure in contrast to the real life of the city where progress is to be made. 

 Thus there is little desire on the part of the parents to see the school as the place to strengthen or preserve their culture and life style as it is lived, for this has become oppressive and a handicap to succeeding in another way. Formal school -learning is not expected to relate to the children’s or to the community’s history nor to the local environment. Instead the school is understood as a desirable point of departure from the known world and an initiation into another culture and way of life that seems to promise dignity and the power of choice. Increasingly the School not only links itself to the city but to the Western world which is English speaking, computer literate , and is rich enough to have access to global media and a market full of possibilities. 
However the reality is that children often leave school feeling ill-equipped to meet the changing needs because they lack skills and also feel alienated from the working lives of their parents. If education – whether in formal settings or otherwise - is about preparing children for autonomy the present schooling system is failing the majority of children. 

Teachers themselves often effectively exclude children by their discriminatory remarks and disinterested teaching practice. 

A recent study of Adivasi children quoted a teacher saying that teaching children of the Korku community of M.P. was like tending cows.: Another teacher said: 
Korkus will never improve. They will never learn to wear good clothes, oil their hair and have a bath before coming to school. I should cut their names and drive them out of here. Korkus are dirty, their parents are filthy and they will never change. I am tired of teaching korku children because no matter how many times I explain and how many times I hit them nothing seems to go into their heads. I give them homework, which they can never do, and then they do not show up in school the following day.

From the student’s perspective I will quote Murali Krishna, a Marathi, Dalit writer speaks in the following way of his school experience :


I was not silent out of choice. I did not like to be silent. In fact I resented it. It was the school that forced me into silence.

The effort to include children has taken many forms – but central to inclusion is an idea of compassionate relationships – relationships of children to each other – relationship of teacher to learner and the relationship of the person to learning itself.
 Positive elements in village
In the 1970s when the Sita school started there was a deliberate effort to draw on some of the positive elements of life in the village such as : 
· the sense of space and open-ended time for children to grow up in and explore, 
· children taking responsibility for each other 
· and the resilience and independence of the children themselves 
 who were not over-stimulated by artificial means so that children were able to entertain themselves with very minimal resources 
· Children sharing space and things

There was a conscious attempt to build a link on what the children knew by focusing the learning round the familiar environment and language. 
Children participating in the life and work of the community. At that time effective learning took place through participation and a kind of apprenticeship in thinking and doing to acquire the skills necessary to meet the daily needs. 
 Also from quite early on screen printing work was introduced on a small scale to go some way towards reducing the financial burden on the family of sending children to school. 

This, of course is not the whole picture and there were troubling aspects also – children’s exposure to violence, the lack of options and choices, there was little awareness of a life beyond the village, there was no voice to protest against injustice and discrimination and often children neglected and not getting the care they needed even for survival. 

Link of traditional and innovative methods
The formal school as we see it today rejects so much of what was positive in the past and yet ironically much of the discussion about innovative methods and reform tries to recover some of these ideals. It was not child-centered in the sense that the community revolved round the children but the children did revolve round the community. Children did effectively develop social and practical skills that supported them through life and there was a knowledge about the environment and the sources of food, clothing and shelter that contributed to a sense of self sufficiency and participating in the life of the community. 

It is unwise to be nostalgic about the past and we cannot retreat to tradition but we can face the challenge of 
“trying to arrange what was always there in a different way” . 

Inclusion of life as learning

Learning beyond the school

This was a kind of inclusion of the children’s lives, the environment and the community in their learning.
Teachers mistakenly presume that real learning only goes on within the walls of the classroom -

Albert Einstein said –

 
It is a miracle that curiosity survives formal education.
Abhilash

I think of my own experience of a boy of 12 who came to our school because he had a severe disability with his eyes . He was withdrawn and painfully slow at whatever he did and then one day I saw him in the village playing the tabla with extraordinary precision and attention.      
This same boy, Abhilash recently wrote a story following an exercise where children were invited to select two or three objects and make a story. He wrote and illustrated a story about a cow who wore glasses At first everyone laughed at the cow but when they saw the cow dance they were amazed and began to see the cow with new eyes themselves. 
One response is to think of learning beyond the institution of the school and supporting and facilitating other ways of acquiring knowledge. Anu and Krishna in Sittilingi in Tamilnadu who have been with the Asha Fellowship program over the last four years have deliberately chosen not to start a school and have succeeded in providing a space for children outside school to explore in a less structured environment. In addition, they have been looking at practical and possible alternative forms of vocational training for the unemployed youth of a village who are being lured into the sweat shops of garment making in towns where the employees become almost bonded labour in an oppressive export industry.

Santosh, an Asha volunteer from Austin and now living in Bangalore is in the process of starting an initiative called Running High. This is an original and creative response to promote health and well being in a totally non-competitive way that would be open to all on an equal footing. 

Another creative response could be Sanjeev and Anita’s plan to work in Timbaktu with Babaloo and to start a centre for youth with minimal formal qualifications and give them access to computers and relevant technology. This is yet another way of trying to meet people where they are at and where their expectations lie.

Another response would be to change the formal setting of the school so that the school itself becomes an open learning space within the discipline of work. One of the most radical experiments in recent years has been a community in the Wyanad in Kerala. There tribal children learn martial art forms to learn discipline and vocational skills to earn a livelihood. 

Within mainstream schooling many innovative and creative teachers and researchers are working to enhance learning . Anita’s (Chicago) painstaking attention to evolving ways that enable children to question and construct meaning in the math class.
 I am thinking of an exciting project in Delhi Corporation schools where Keerti Jayaram is working under great stress to support teachers with methods and basic resources to enable children to become independent readers and competent writers.
The work Balaji Sampath is doing in Tamilnadu of introducing methods and awareness of how children best learn

The kind of work that Mamata is doing in involving the community to feel a sense of ownership and responsibility for the school is also a vital contribution. It is only since colonial times that the school has been taken out of the hands of the community and institutionalized otherwise there was an integral link because the learning was an apprenticeship into adult communities.

There has been a commitment on the part of a number of Alternative schools to try and share insights and work within mainstream schools and with teachers respecting different viewpoints. Changes in an ethos of accepting difference that can be reflected in content of textbooks, the curriculum, systems of evaluation, and most of all awareness of relationships that are based on cooperation rather than competition.
I belong to an Alternative School Network which is a group of people working in very different contexts in South India and Maharshtra. This network – like Asha is a democratic, non-heirarchical, non- institutional group that share common concerns in an open and supportive way. The different members work autonomously each trying to respond to changing needs in ways that they are able –
 re-writing text books that make independent learning possible and meaningful,
 supporting initiatives working with minimal resources and exposure,
 involved in teacher training through workshops or formal training, 
finding ways to balance - what Gandhi called ‘a lopsided education’ through introducing art and craft as an integral part of learning including puppetry and pottery
 and starting resource centres that potentially share experience and insights through a process of dialogue. 
A number of the members have worked closely with both State and Central Government bodies to try and bring theory and practice together. 

Similar but different in focus is the Learning School Network closely connected with Asha. This has served as a forum for bringing together all kinds of people both within formal schools and also those working in non-formal schools to exchange ideas and share practices to make education more relevant. A range of activities from making home-made torches to a greater awareness of the media on children to teaching language through active and physical exercises are just some of the examples. 
Special needs
Another approach to the challenge of inclusion is giving particular attention to meet the needs of children who have been marginalized by the system. Schools are often streamlined in such a way that children with even mild learning difficulties are ignored or humiliated. 

A number of the children in the school where I work have effectively been ‘pushed out’ by a system that can’t cope with children of different abilities or needs. This is sometimes on account of the sheer size of the class and the stress on a teacher – 105 children in the KG class of the local convent school - but also the schooling system is geared to meet an unrealistic level of learning for all children assumed to be working at the same pace. Two years ago we had a young boy of 5 years who had been so traumatized by his few months of formal schooling that he remained mute and almost totally passive for some weeks before he gradually began to trust his new environment. Very slowly he began to take part and now although he continues to have problems he is very much part of things and his great pleasure is a book that was made for him of his family members and familiar objects of his home surroundings which he recognizes and begins to verbalize about some of these things. 

Language

The Language of the school has often been very alienating for children. Language instead of being a vital resource for children to help thinking , understanding and communication often paralyses participation. I have heard teachers referring to children’s home language as “dirty” Kannada.
Linguistic differences instead of being considered a rich resource can seriously limit children’s participation in class. Ways to enable children for example to make the bridge from dialects or quite often very different languages to the standard forms of language of the school requires greater sensitivity on the part of teachers to practically include to some degree the language that is part of a child’s world. 
In school there is often little value given for the rich linguistic heritage and strengths that many communities have – story telling, riddle making, the composition and memorization of songs have and the literature that children are exposed to represents a dominant high caste, ‘pure language that is not part of the children’s spoken language of the home. 

Recently a documentary film showed how Soligha children near Mysore were humiliated by a teacher who was quite unaware of his prejudice and own ignorance telling children that they must learn Kannada because they had no proper language of their own. 
This is not to suggest that it is not important for Soliga children to learn Kannada or English for that matter and research has clearly shown that this is what the community wants but that children should not be made to feel inferior on account of their differences. 

The use of English as the medium of instruction or proficiency in English as a second language has since colonial times been divisive and English as a language for communication continues to be unequally accessible.

The Government has sometimes responded in quite contradictory ways – for example in Karnataka and Maharashtra introducing compulsory English from Standard One and doing little to train teachers or provide resources that would make it possible and on the other hand some political parties such as in U.P. promising to ban English in schools as part of their election manifesto. Neither of these plans of action would enable all children to learn English competently. 
 The growing demand for English medium schools has resulted in a mushrooming of second rate ‘English medium’ private schools that often mean children are doubly disadvantaged because they become neither competent in English nor in their Mother tongue. 

It is vital to evolve ways to teach English effectively as a second language so that children are not further divided. I have been working on a series of books for children to learn English that is a that are for rural children..

Critical thinking
It is interesting to note how thinkers like Ambedkar and Phule integrated Western ideas for radical transformation on their own terms. For Ambedkar ideals of liberty, equality, fraternity and rationality within a humanistic framework were fostered to bring about social change. In contrast colonial style educational institutions largely upheld and reinforced privilege. For Ambedkar education became the very means to include those who had traditionally been excluded.
The dominant mainstream system tends to support uncritical, unreflective and disengaged learning so that certification has become a substitute for real learning and so even children who complete their studies feel unskilled and incompetent to meet the challenges of the work place or even further study. 

(One 12th Standard child was reported in a Hindi magazine saying,

Tell me why I should not cheat

I now study in class 12. Just the mention of an examination gives me the shivers. When I try to think of the reasons for this, I recall my entire experience of school from class 1 to this day. From class 1 to 4 I had no examination. In class 5 our teacher wrote the examination answers on the board and declared that was the board examination. In classes 6 and 7 there was no problem since I got tuition from my teacher and in the class 8 board exam my father paid some extra money to my teacher. I class 9 I benefited from the ‘general promotion’ and managed to pass the 10th exam by memorizing the answers from the Question bank printed by the same board. Class 11 was a local exam so I passed. Now I am faced with the 12th Board exam. I have never studied seriously. The school did not teach me properly and no one at home paid much attention. Now I feel sad and annoyed towards my school and also my parents.

The foundation of my studies is so weak that even when I try I cannot understand anything. Now you tell me, what can I do if I do not cheat? There are thousands of students in our city in a similar situation. Who is responsible for this state of affairs ? Teachers, parents, the education system or the present social structure? Teachers blame parents, parents hold teachers to be responsible. And children continue to suffer. Please come forward, let us think and act together now. )

Another way of responding to the situation is to critique the structures, policies and practice that obstruct meaningful education for all and spreading awareness of our civic responsibility to oppose such measures.
Negative impact of globalization
In the last two decades we have seen following the ‘liberalization’ of the Indian economy in the 1990s education has become increasingly commercialized . There was a deliberate change in policy with the introduction of the Structural Adjustment Program whereby Gvt. Programs actually reduced their welfare programs. The Market forces increasingly determine what is taught, how it should be taught and to whom. Prof. Anil Sadgopal argues that NGOs often took on a different role in supporting this dilution of an earlier commitment to education for all 
He suggests that often NGOs became
the “willing agents to camouflage the ugly face of globalization and present it in a humanized language”

Privatization or public education dependent on loans that come with certain terms and conditions often brings with it an agenda that is not people oriented but market oriented. 

The justification for encouraging privatization of schooling has been that it offers parents’ choice but this has resulted in the Government to some extent abdicating their responsibility to provide education for all and secondly reinforcing divisions as the choice in practice is limited to only those who can afford it. It has also meant that Government schools are perceived as fit only for those who have no other viable option.

In states such as Punjab, UP, Haryana, and Rajasthan the proportion is as high as 42%. In the area where I stay a rough estimate shows that approximately 22 new private schools have been started within a 4 square km radius in the last two years, The proximity to Bangalore may make this figure untypical but it would give an indication of a rapidly changing scenario. 

A further cause for concern is that there is gender imbalance in the enrolment of boys. 74% of children enrolled in private schools in 2006

were boys.

Although there are real signs of hope and improvement the situation remains complex and ambiguous. We have several options before us :



cynicism



apathy or boredom



detachment



distraction 



 denial – or the lie that there is really not a problem.

 All these reactions might be understood as the opposite of hope. 

The enormity of the problems can be blinding and our vision can become myopic if we stay only with the problems.

There is a Jewish Hasidic saying : 

Just as the hand held before the eyes conceals the greatest mountain so this petty earthly life conceals the greatest mountain, so this petty earthly life conceals from view the vast light and mysteries of which the world is full, and he who can withdraw it from his eyes, as one withdraws the hand, will behold the great light of the innermost world.

Hope demands participation – and becoming creatively engaged with

the present situation so that we can put into action a possible world – in the now and in specific detail. It means thinking about the role of compassionate relationships within the school and a move towards justice that is required to include all. 

How can we understand our role in all this – what are our hopes –

Our hopes cannot be confined to selfish interest –

 As never before the future of each depends on the good of all.

 To return to Gandhi’s concept of Antyodaya – inclusion means an education for all – unto the last – 

Inclusion of children’s lives, experiences, language and culture

Inclusion of ways of learning that are not only concerned with the mental faculties but include imagination, emotions, the senses and the physical.

 I think whether it is Asha’s significant role in fund raising – which is often not simply surplus but involvement of many kinds – marathons, dancethons – the attention and energy given to following through projects, the respect given to listen to people working in particular contexts and the sense of relationships –
 or people working directly in the community and with children – I think a word I would like to borrow from Gandhi is trusteeship – it is not a position of power or control but only trying to share our resources – money, energy, time and gifts detachment and service .
The Circle of Fate

 Recently I read a story that I found very troubling. It was called “The Circle of Fate” I don’t know where the story comes from but it tells of Garuda who one day sees a brightly coloured little bird resting on the branch of a tree. Garuda sees Yama approaching purposefully and fearing that the bird may lose his life Garuda swoops down and carries the bird off to safety. In the forest he sees a small thatched hut and so he flies down and leaves the little bird on the branch of a champak tree. Garuda then returns to Yama and questions him saying, “O why Lord Yama did you seek to destroy the bird?” Yama replied “Well you see I was confused because according to my records that very bird should have been on the branch of a champak tree beside a small thatched hut in a distant forest because a python was going to devour him. “

Garuda was perplexed and realized that far from rescuing the bird he had actually been the cause of his death.

This story is disturbing – is it suggesting that we are powerless to change anything? that we should mind our own business and turn the other way but thinking about it more I wondered if the story emphasizes that we are all inevitably part of one another’s world yet our vision is only a fragment of a larger pattern – we cannot always gauge success or set measurable targets but we can only act in ways that seem to us the best at this moment . In all our discussions about small size, scaling up – we maybe have to return to Gandhi’s well known but hard to realize talisman.
"I will give you a talisman. Whenever you are in doubt, or when the self becomes too much with you, apply the following test. Recall the face of the poorest and the weakest man [woman] whom you may have seen, and ask yourself, if the step you contemplate is going to be of any use to him [her]. Will he [she] gain anything by it? Will it restore him [her] to a control over his [her] own life and destiny? In other words, will it lead to swaraj [freedom] for the hungry and spiritually starving millions?
Then you will find your doubts and your self melt away."
This talk began by saying that change is inevitable and our visions can never stay still. But change also sometimes comes slowly and in unexpected and even unwanted ways and our hopes may be dashed by bitterness or frustration if we presume too much too quickly and imagine that we are in control of other people’s lives. We can do no more than respond in the here and now to those in front of us in the hope that we may be part of a much wider pattern that includes the joy and peace of all. 
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