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Auroville always seems to be in
movement, but one area where
experimentation seems particularly
pronounced at the moment is educa-
tion. In this issue we look at four
interesting new initiatives.

Two of Auroville’s outreach schools,
Aikiyam primary school and New Era
Secondary School, have started to
work with a new syllabus created by
India’s Central Board of Secondary
Education, which eminently fits with-
in the ideals of integral education.

In the Botanical Gardens, some
Aurovilian parents and teachers are
experimenting with ‘'open classroom’
learning for a small group of children.
They call it ‘The Learning Community’.
Over in Sadhana Forest, an innova-
tive three vyear Environmental
Leadership Course for ‘anybody, any
age' is underway.

Finally, we profile a programme
which, for many years, has been
bringing American students to
Auroville on short-term courses:
Living Routes.

od Hemsell joined Auroville in

October 1968. He left in 1983 and

returned in 2005, after having

worked for more than twenty years

as an educator in the USA. Upon his
return he got involved with the educational scene in
and around Auroville. Here he describes his work
and vision.

“Soon after I came back, I started spending
time in the classrooms of two of Auroville’s out-
reach schools, New Creation Bilingual School and
After School. I discovered that the level of educa-
tion was deplorable. The teachers and support
group were aware of this and wanted to change, but
they were handicapped as the local population had
acquired a bias towards certificated learning. They
wanted their children to get secondary education
and maybe college benefits. The easy way to do
that was to have the students take the Tamil Nadu
State Board examinations at the 8th, 10th and 12th
standards. At New Creation the educational level
went up to 8th and at After School to the 10th stan-
dard.

“Till the 7th standard, the children were enjoy-
ing a kind of child-centred activity-based learning
programme which had been influenced by Dr.
Heidi Watts of Antioch New England Graduate
School in the USA. Heidi is an activity-based learn-
ing specialist who had been advising the Auroville
schools during her regular visits over the past 10
years. Her work notwithstanding, the curriculum
they followed was quite haphazard.

“To prepare for the exams, the children were
going into memorisation mode. The preparation to
pass the Tamil Nadu State Board examinations is
very traditional. There is no concept of student-ini-
tiated learning, only of pure rote-learning. The stu-
dents were trying to memorize very poorly written
materials which even the teachers were often not
able to explain. The teachers would read a para-
graph and the students would parrot back the para-
graph. The State Board examinations are multiple

Aikiyam School students (left to right) Immanuel, Velvizhi, Murali, Arul, Vignesh, Surendar, and Darshan (below the camera)
learn about camera use from Surya during the Auroville Film Festival ‘09

Expanding Auroville’s educational options

In order to ensure high-quality education for the local population two of Auroville’s outreach schools, Aikiyam and New Era Secondary Schooi, became
affiliated to the Central Board of Secondary Education. This may benefit Auroville education as a whole.

short-answer questions. In history, for example, the
student would be asked to answer a hundred ran-
dom factual questions that they are expected to
have memorised. I noticed that in those classes the
children were not learning anything; and they were
not doing very well in the examinations, even after
such rote learning.

“Meanwhile I had also started helping as annu-
al report writer and editor for Auroville’s Sri
Aurobindo International Institute for Educational
Research, SAIIER. I looked at all the material that
was being presented to SAIIER by the schools. 1
was told by SAIIER that since a few years they had
been interested in applying for some kind of recog-
nition for the outreach schools. But it hadn’t gone
beyond writing some letters of enquiry to various
organisations and getting back information about
what they would need to do. Nobody was following
up.

Researching the programmes

“I started research to find out which education-
al programmes and which affiliation might be best.
My aims were twofold: to raise the standard of edu-
cational study for students from the villages and to
try to get beyond this fixation with the Tamil Nadu
State Board examinations. The options 1 studied
were the Indira Gandhi Open School, the Central
Board of Secondary Education, the Tamil Nadu
Matriculation Board, the British ‘O’ and ‘A’ levels,
and the International Baccalaureate.

“During this research I discovered that in 2005,
the National Council of Educational Research and
Training (NCERT) had published an educational
reform strategy. The NCERT is the apex resource
organisation set up by the Government of India to
advise the Central and State Governments on acad-
emic matters related to school education. Earlier, in
the nineties, the NCERT had produced a very criti-
cal report on the state of education in the country
known as the Yash Pal Report. Then they published
the National Curriculum Framework 2005 (NCF). 1

was very impressed by it. It is an absolutely pro-
gressive document, child-centred, activity-based,
and as far as the theory of learning goes, absolutely
correct. It is what the Auroville schools have done
at their best, though not always that well.

“On the basis of the concepts laid out in the
NCF, the NCERT started creating textbooks. They
were a revelation to me. I rate them as “excellent’,
comparable to the best in the world. I have been a
teacher and a principal of progressive schools in the
USA for the last 20 years and have designed curric-
ula for schools and this is very much on the same
line. The textbooks are well-written, colourful,
intelligent and have activities on practically every
page. A teacher can actually just do the activities
and not necessarily teach the text, and the children
learn through doing, discovering and being cre-
ative. I felt that this material was eminently suitable
to Auroville.

The CBSE programme

“The organisation of the Central Government
that is responsible for secondary education is the
Central Board of Secondary Education, CBSE.
They adopted the new NCERT syllabus and text-
books for both primary and secondary education.
But the CBSE is an elite educational programme,
available to only 10% of the students in the country.
The CBSE has created schools around the country
primarily for the children of IAS officers, doctors,
lawyers, professional citizens who are themselves
highly educated and require good education for
their children. The schools employ highly qualified
teachers, and are accountable to the Central
Government.

“l proposed that New Creation Bilingual
School and After School adopt this system. The
question was, can we do it? In order for students to
be in this programme and qualify for the CBSE cer-
tificates, the school has to be formally affiliated to
the CBSE. I looked at the affiliation process, and it
looked doable. 1 made presentations to the

Auroville School Board and the SAIIER Board,
and after some months, with Heidi Watt’s help, we
convinced everybody that we should go for it. SAI-
IER, however, did not want to be the agency apply-
ing for it so I was given the green light to apply for
these two schools independently.

“We started the affiliation process. At the same
time we introduced the NCERT/CBSE textbooks
and started training teachers to use the materials.
That was in 2006-2007. The CBSE sent principals
of CBSE schools in Tamil Nadu to inspect our
schools and programmes and were pleased that we
had everything already in place. After overcoming
some legal hurdles — there were some problems
understanding the legal status of the Auroville
Foundation and its schools, which were solved with
the help of Dr. Karan Singh and the Foundation
Secretary — we received our affiliation around
August 2008. Meanwhile New Creation Bilingual
School changed its name to Aikiyam School (the
word Aikiyam means ‘harmony, oneness, unity’ in
both Tamil and Sanskrit); and After School became
New Era Secondary School (NESS).

Students’ results

“As newly affiliated schools we were supposed
to wait for two years before sending students for
examinations, so that we would have time to prop-
erly prepare them. Since we had already introduced
the programme, our request to waive this require-
ment for our 12th standard students was accepted.
In summer this year, our first batch of eight 12th
standard graduates took the CBSE examinations. It
was a success. Only one student failed in one exam-
ination, the others passed with quite good marks
and are now in colleges.

“All of the students, in fact, did much better
than expected. They passed the exams without hav-
ing had the normal CBSE preparations for the 6th
up to 10th standards. They only had been taught the
materials of the | 1th and 12th standards.
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CHANGING FACE OF EDUCATION
Expanding Auroville's educational options

continued from page 1

“We expect that the students who
will appear for 10th examinations this
year (2009-10) will do even better,
because they have been better pre-
pared in the CBSE methods from the
7th standard onwards. Moreover, in
line with the NCF recommended
reforms, the CBSE has now eliminat-
ed the 10th standard examination
from 2011 onwards for students who
stay in the same school until the 12th
standard. This means that our students
can have a continuous learning expe-
rience from 6th-12th, without public
examinations.

“Today, after three years in the
CBSE programme, we see that the stu-
dents have made considerable improve-
ments in terms of language usage, cre-
ativity, quickness of response, concep-
tual development and engagement in
learning. There has been a very measur-
able success, and the standards of edu-
cation have been raised by many
levels.

“Aikiyam is now preparing
students well up to 8th standard;
then they can move to New Era
Secondary School for their 9th to
12th standards. NESS has also
the possibility to enrol students
from other schools, such as from
Udavi in Edaiyanchavadi. Udavi
has an integral education pro-
gramme, although it follows the
Tamil Nadu Matriculation Board
system for the 8th and 10th stan-
dard. We have already taken in
Udavi students and found them to
be equal to or better than students
from other schools. We have also
enrolled promising students from the
Kuilapalayam Trust School and even
from Pondicherry. Most children we
teach come from families that are close-
ly associated to Auroville. Many of them
are prospective Aurovilians, and like so
many previous students of After School,
will eventually have a lot to contribute to
the community.

“So, as of today, there are three
options for students of Auroville’s out-
reach schools. One is the Tamil Nadu
State Board examinations. The
Kuilapalayam Trust School, which has
about 1000 students, targets this system.
They teach in both English and Tamil
and have geared their programme for the
population from the surrounding vil-
lages, who in general do not have a high
level of English proficiency. Udavi fol-
lows the Tamil Nadu Matriculation sys-
tem although they have a strong English
medium preparation. And then there are
the two CBSE schools.

CBSE for Auroville schools?

“The question has been raised if the
CBSE system should also be introduced
in the Auroville schools. There are a
few problems here. One is that
Auroville’s primary schools (Transition
and Deepanam) don’t have a curriculum
that follows a 1st to 8th grade sequence.

Rod Hemsell with a NESS student

Teachers are free to do what they like
with their groups and often bring in
materials from different countries. This
can lead to duplication of effort at dif-
ferent levels and gaps in the education
sequence. If you compare the CBSE
syllabus to what is now being used at
Auroville’s primary schools, you’ll find
that the CBSE syllabus is superior with
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respect to scope and sequence.

“A second problem is
that all Auroville schools
work with volunteer teachers,
who for the most part do not
have any formal training or
certification, either in their
subject areas or in the field of
education. Under the CBSE,
we must employ formally
qualified teachers. All of the
teachers at New Era
Secondary School have
degrees in their field and in
education, and many have
Masters’ degrees.

“That leads to the third
problem. The CBSE schools
have to pay competitive
salaries starting at around Rs
8,000 a month with regular
raises. The teachers at the
Auroville schools receive an
Auroville maintenance of about Rs
6,000.

“For these reasons, adopting a
CBSE affiliation for Auroville schools is
not easy. I recommend instead that the
primary schools consider adopting the
CBSE syllabi without formally affiliat-
ing themselves to the CBSE. Then they
would cover that area of deficiency
which is now a handicap for both teach-
ers and students; and they would have a
systematic content in line with the ideals
of Auroville while still being able to use
their creativity and additional resources
to supplement the syllabus.

“I am speaking here about content,
not about methodology. However, it is
likely that I would find myself in dis-
agreement with those in Auroville who
believe that methodology, such as ‘free
progress’, ‘integral education’ or ‘activ-
ity-based learning’ is always more
important than content. Learning about
20th century changes in human geogra-
phy and the human development index,
for example, is important in the content
of any methodology. Methodology and
content are equally important.

“If there is a common or compara-
ble preparation, the students who leave

any of the primary schools can then
decide where they want to study next.
I expect that Tamil families of
Auroville, who so far have sent their
children to Pondicherry schools or to
Kuilapalayam Trust School, would
then send them to NESS. Other stu-
dents may opt to study at Future
School for the English ‘O’ and ‘A’
levels, which are comparable to the
CBSE 10th and 12th standards; or they
may decide to join Last School which
doesn’t specifically educate to pass
exams.

Vision for the future

“The CBSE programme may help
in bringing new people, like Indian
professionals who are familiar with
the CBSE standard of education, to
Auroville. Our immediate steps are to
pursue Government of India funding
to build a science lab, because we
cannot teach science and qualify for
the CBSE science track without it.
Right now, we are only entitled to
teach the humanities.

“This brings me to a vision of the
future. Pondicherry has only two
other CBSE schools, one nearby JIP-

Morning assembly at NESS
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MER, the other next to PIMS in
Kalapet. It is conceivable that the
Auroville CBSE schools would host
outside students along with those
from the local population and from
Auroville. It is also conceivable that,
in the longer term, a residential facili-
ty could be provided if an adequate
campus could be developed. That
would enable families outside
Auroville to send their children here
for education, because we would have
a well-developed campus in an inter-
national setting.

“We recently submitted to the
Auroville Foundation and to L’ Avenir
d’Auroville a plan for the develop-
ment of the present Last School cam-
pus into a future CBSE campus — once
Last School has moved to the centre
of Auroville. Both were supportive of
the idea. Such a development would
guarantee a high standard of educa-
tion for Auroville’s students, students
coming from the surrounding villages,
and possibly students coming from
outside. It might also provide income
for Auroville. But this is still a possi-
bility for the future.”

In conversation with Carel
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ow, [ want you to tell me
‘ ‘ what life is like in a Tamil
village. Tell me the kinds
of things you do. In
English, remember.”

Hands shoot up. “We use our hands when
we eat.” “Ladies put flowers in their hair.”
“Men wear lungis, women saris.” “We don’t
use a proper toilet”.

“Ah.” Shankar pauses. “You remember we
talked about Harappa and those other cities from
thousands of years ago that are now being excavat-
ed?” “Yes.” “Imagine that your villages are cov-
ered with a huge layer of dust, and many years in
the future people excavate them. What conclusions
will they draw about how you lived? Well, one
thing they will say is that they were an uncivilized
people because they didn’t have toilets.”

The class goes silent. Suddenly a girl puts up
her hand.

“Another thing that happens in the villages is
that girls get up earlier than the boys.”

“Yes.” Shankar walks behind two of the boys
and puts his arms round their shoulders. “So why
do the girls have to get up earlier? Perhaps because
our little maharajas here need their morning tea?”
Everybody laughs.

“Now,” Shankar puts his hands together and
glances round the room. “Suppose that somebody
comes to your villages from a place far away. He
asks about your customs and you tell him, ‘Oh,
when somebody dies we play music and let off fire
crackers.” He will say, ‘How can you do this? You
should be quiet, dignified. All this has to be
changed.” What will you say to him?”

For a moment, silence. Then a small girl in the
front row speaks up. “We won’t let him change
us.” “But,” says Shankar, “suppose I'm that man
and I have lots of money. You know how things
are done in the village. Il go to the headman and
offer him some land. Tl get him on my side.”

“Then we’ll call the police,” says another stu-
dent. “No problem,” says Shankar.

The class go quiet. “You see,” says Shankar,
“It’s not so easy to oppose the powerful. But there
have been examples.”

He walks to a map of India hanging in front of
the classroom and sweeps his hand across Bihar,
Orissa and West Bengal. “This area was known as
Chhotanagpur and 150 years ago a man did stand
up to the most powerful people at that time, who

Learning to think

Shankar is the Principal of Aikiyam School, an outreach day-school for 200

children from the nearby villages. Here Shankar takes a class of 8th graders
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Shankar with a class at Aikiyam School

happened to be the British. His name was Birsa
Munda. He was also standing up to the local land-
lords who were cheating the tribals out of their
lands. Now, what is a tribal?”

“Someone who lives by a river?”

Shankar laughs. “You’re thinking that “tribal’
sounds like ‘tributary” so the two must be connect-
ed. Butno.”

“Are they people from the Colony?” [The
Colony is a part of some villages where members
of the scheduled castes, formerly known as
‘Untouchables’, live separately. eds.]

“No. The tribals have quite different customs
from you....”

“Like the gypsies?”

“Yes. But the people from the Colony live just
like you. So why do you think they are different?”

Shankar walks around the room. “Now sup-
pose that I'm a powerful man, I can arrange all
kinds of things and I find a girl from the Colony for
Muni here to marry. What will Muni’s father say?
What will you say, Muni? Will you marry her?”

Muni shakes his head.

“No? Why not? I promise you she’s beautiful.
Why won’t you marry someone from the Colony?”

“They are low-caste,” says one boy.

“What does that mean?” asks Shankar.

“They have no manners, they don’t keep
their homes nice,” says a girl.

“Oh,” says Shankar. “And you think every-
body in your caste has good manners and a nice
clean home?”

“It’s always been like this,” says another boy.
“It’s how our grandfathers organized it.”

“But your grandfather died twenty years
ago,” says Shankar, “and today is today. So
what do you think? Is it a good arrangement?
Because if it’s not, you can change it.”

“But they look after dead bodies,” says
another boy.

Silence.

“0.K.,” says Shankar, seating himself com-
fortably on the edge of a desk. “Let’s talk about
something called “division of labour’. Have you
heard of this? No? It’s a very important idea in eco-
nomics. It’s like this. Say there are three carpenters
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who work together. One enjoys cutting and planing
wood, another likes making the joints and putting
together the different pieces, and the third one likes
finishing and polishing the product. Over time each
becomes very good at what they are doing but none
of them is good at everything. So they all need each
other if they are making a chair or table. This is a
little bit like the difference between castes.
Originally each caste had a speciality, but they all
needed each other in order to live.”

Shankar gets up and walks over to a boy in the
back row. “Erumalai. If I give you a pair of scissors
will you give me a hair-cut?”

“No.”

“Why not? I'll pay you well.”

“I don’t know how to do it.”

“Right. That’s why you have people from the
barber caste who are trained to do this, And there
are people who will come and take away the dead
body when somebody dies. Or would you prefer to
do this yourself, Erumalai?”

“No!”

“But it has to be done, yes?”

“Yes.”

“So caste is like a division of labour.” Shankar
walks quietly to the front of the class. “So is there
anything wrong with caste? Think about your vil-
lages, think about the Colony.”

Silence. Then...

“It’s bad when it separates people,” says
one boy.

‘BAh-”

The bell rings. In one hour the lesson has
ranged across history, economics, geography,
sanitation, local politics, caste. Shankar has
moved easily around the room, now joking
with, now challenging, this lively class of 12
year olds. Not only does he know them all well,
he knows their parents and grandparents as well
as the history and local politics of the villages
they come from. He is helping them to think
about themselves and the society they live in, to
engage with the big issues like power and caste,
but in a way which includes everybody; which
allows everybody to feel they are making an
important contribution.

It’s a powerful reminder that, with all the talk
about new curricula and teaching aids, there’s no
substitute for those inspiring teachers who, as
Socrates put it, are ‘midwives of souls’.

Alan
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‘DOCUMENTING AUROVILLE
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A comprehensive film on Auroville is not possible

A large number of documentaries on Auroville were shown during the Auroville Film Festival ‘09, made by visiting film-makers as well as by Aurovilians. The
responses of the Auroville public ranged from applause to anger. OutreachMedia talks about the difficulties and challenges of making films on Auroville.

says Ann, one of the seven

members of OutreachMedia.

“That was the conclusion of
Gérard Perrier, a French film-maker from La
Réunion who came to do a film on Auroville. I
showed him around. He was overwhelmed;
Auroville is simply too diverse.”

OutreachMedia, the working group that
helps film-makers film Auroville, admits that a
good documentary showing Auroville in all its
aspects is still lacking. “Gérard may be right,”
says Mauna. “None of the films shown at the
festival gave a complete picture; many were
one-sided, some gave wrong information, oth-
ers gave information which was not pleasing to
at least part of the audience.”

She gives a few examples. “The film
Auroville City of the Future by Chander
Mathura, produced for OHM TV in The
Netherlands, gave wrong information about Sri
Aurobindo in explaining the spiritual back-
ground of Auroville. It moreover contained
many shots that had nothing to do with
Auroville. The film Exploring Alternatives by
Kwon Tae Chul, produced for Arirang TV,
Korea, gave a lot of
factual information
about Auroville but
didn’t touch the ideals.
The film Greetings
from  Auroville by

t’s virtually impossible to make
I an Auroville documentary,”

Gérard Carabin, an | Ot!!er
Aurovilian, was per- | mins).
ceived by some as

being ‘too rosy’, with
too much talk about the
ideals and too little of
reality. None of them
are really satisfactory,
though all of them con-
tain good material.”
Says Anmn: “We
Aurovilians have a cer- | tion:

Réunion island.
Spanish —

. toshoot.

Documentaries in production

«» 2 French-language documentaries: one |
by Belgian students (26mins); and the |
by Canadian professionals (52

i = 3 documentaries in post-production
| stage: a feature documentary from
| Switzerland; a student documentary
| from Korea; and a documentary from La |

%+ 2 documentaries — Canadian and
in late stages of pre-produc-
| tion, both pending decisions for approval

x 2 requests in early stages of applica-
From Korea and the United

to do. For many, Auroville is
just one more place, one more
subject. But when they are
here, all kinds of new ideas
come pouring in and often
they cannot absorb everything
they experience. Then they
realize that they can’t shoot a
film on Auroville in two to
three weeks. But often they
lack the time and finances to
extend their stay. This leads to
confusion.”

“We have learned that the
more we try to control a film-
maker, the more we get a reac-
tion,” says Tim. “They think
we are trying to use them to
get a particular image of
Auroville or that we are trying
to hide something. We have to
be careful to steer a middle
path, to give all the informa-

tion and help we can, while at
the same time giving them
freedom to assess Auroville and draw their
own conclusions. We are preparing a list of
very basic information
on Auroville which we
would ideally like to
be included in every
documentary on
Auroville. But we can-
not impose it.”

At times  the
OutreachMedia team
has to say ‘no’ to cer-
tain synopses submit-
ted to them as these
entirely fall outside the
scope of the Auroville
experiment. Quite an
elaborate  screening
process takes place
before the team issues
___its “letter of recommen-

We would like a film-

maker to show an

image of Auroville that is pleasing to us, and,
we hope, to the outside. But it doesn’t work like
that. Film-makers have their eyes and see that
Aurovilians are not necessarily angels!”
“Moreover”, adds Robert, “they look not only
for information but also for some drama, for
‘the salt in the soup’. There is no way in which
we can control this.”

Fabienne gives another example. “Take
the film Auroville, the city the earth needs by
Guillaume Estivie. It was disliked by some as
most of the people who were interviewed
spoke negatively about Auroville; but others

. applauded the film for its honesty. The film

was made at a time, early 2007, when many
people were tired and were questioning
Auroville. And that’s what the film shows,
their uneasiness with Auroville. The film is a
moment in time.” Robert adds, “Many people
actually liked the film, precisely because it
didn’t present a rosy picture.”

Penny, who is a film-maker herself, men-
tions the need to study films not only for the
message they convey, but also for their visual
style. “Many documentaries made here are just
talking heads with portable imagery, like radio
but with pictures. If someone explains the
ideals of Auroville against the backdrop of the
Matrimandir, it’s experienced as propaganda.
But Guillaume was filming people in action and
using visual transitions from one subject to the
next, a much more cinematic approach. I didn’t
mind that some spoke negatively. It made the
positive more positive. And the commentary in
that particular film was excellent.”

Free shooting?

So does OutreachMedia allow film-makers
to film without constraints?

“Yes and no,” says Mauna. “We don’t try to
indoctrinate film-makers, but we do try to let
them see what Auroville is all about. We talk
with them to determine who they could best
interview, help them make appointments, and
go around with them. We also give them a
small list of do’s and don’ts and a ‘press sheet’
of up-to-date factual information. But we can-
not impose our views on what or how they
should film.”

Penny adds: “Most film-makers come for a
limited period with an idea of what they want

" dation’ to the Auroville
Foundation.

Once the shooting is over, OutreachMedia
often loses contact with the film-maker.
“Promises are made during the shooting, but
not always kept. The film gets made at the edit-
ing stage, which is beyond our control,” says
Robert. “We always ask them to send us the
final transcript, so that we can ensure that the
facts, at least, are correct. But film-makers
don’t always oblige, so sometimes a film con-
tains mistakes. And often the film-makers

don’t keep their promise to send us a copy of |

the final product.”

The spiritual side

“The majority of those who come to film
Auroville know nothing about its vision,” says
Ann. “They have their own ideas; they always
try to equate Auroville with other ‘spiritual’
movements in the world. To explain that
Auroville’s evolutionary endeavour is different
from spirituality in the traditional sense is a
huge problem. I just spent three weeks with a
film team from La Réunion, and this was the
difficult issue.” Adds Tim, “film-makers usual-
ly expect to film collective meditations, bhajan
singings and similar traditional expressions of
what most people consider spiritual life. But
there is none of that in Auroville.”

Fabienne agrees. “Many film-makers sim-
ply avoid the issue, partly because they consid-
er it too complicated for their viewers and part-
ly because of the sect-scare. They show the
practical work being done, such as the research
at CSR, the afforestation work, the units and so
on. But those films never truly satisfy us.
Sometimes they are experienced as ‘too sus-
tainability-oriented’.” Adds Robert: “The docu-
mentary produced for OHM TV was the rare
exception. But to our amazement, the film-
maker initially didn’t consider it necessary to

even mention The Mother. We had long discus- |

sions with him about this. Other film-makers
often feel no need to refer to Sri Aurobindo.”

“Depicting Auroville’s true aim and call is |

not only a problem for the film-makers,” says
Mauna. “The Auroville International Centres

recently asked that the Auroville website be re- |
viewed. They agree with members of the |

Auroville International Advisory Council who

had expressed uneasiness with how Auroville’s |

ideology is being conveyed to the wider public,

and emphasized that they fear this would give
the impression that we are a sect. The Centres
have been struggling with this notion from the
very beginning.”

“It’s very much a cultural issue,” says
Vinodhini. “I have observed that Western
media often seem uncomfortable with the more
subtle aspects of Auroville’s vision. The Indian
public has no problem with these. Obviously,
what works for one country doesn’t work for
another.”

“But I wouldn’t agree to giving Auroville’s
evolutionary aspect a backseat in our presenta-
tions,” says Fabienne. “Often this is totally
overlooked, simply because people don’t know
how to handle it. But many of us came just for
that. I didn’t come here to do afforestation or
alternative energy or even to build a city. I
came because I am attracted to Auroville’s spir-
itual ideals, of which outer work is only a
means. I have noticed that also people who
originally came to Auroville for an external
work got touched — as if their soul had used
their interest in that particular external activity
to push them to come to Auroville.”

“Even if a film doesn’t talk much about the
high vision behind Auroville, sometimes it
becomes evident through the interviews with
Aurovilians,” says Ann. “I have been present
at interviews where answers were given from

The OQutreachMedia team. From left: Rob, Tim, Vinodhini, Fabienne and Mauna. (Missing: Ann and Penny)

the inner perspective, sometimes incredibly
intimate, and that is very touching. The impact
of those interviews also affects the film-
maker. For them, filming Auroville became an
experience.”

Perspectives on the future

“Y ou may expect to see many more films on
Auroville,” says Mauna. “The government regu-
lations on making films in India are increasingly
being circumvented by films shot by people on
travel, who use their handicams or mobile
phones to shoot a film which they afterwards
publish on the Internet, There is nothing we can
do about that. Our mandate is to assist official
film-makers with their filming, by which [ mean
those who work for a broadcasting or production
company or are freelancers, whether foreign or
Indian, because the latter also have to obtain per-
mission to film in Auroville. But of course, any
other sincere request is always taken into consid-
eration as well.”

“There will also be an increase of films
made by Indians,” predicts Vinodhini. “The
procedure to shoot a film in India is not that
complicated for an Indian, and there are more
local requests coming in. Documentaries are
relatively new for India, but they are gearing up
forit.”

In conversation with Carel

Conditions for filming in Auroville

1. While most areas in Auroville
may be used for filming with
due permission arranged by
QOutreachMedia, shooting is not
permitted in certain areas,
including: inside Matrimandir,
schools, beach areas, medita-
tions and meetings, and at any
other events or places indicated
by OutreachMedia.

2. Filming in Auroville may be
restricted to certain times and
dates because Auroville events
take precedence over film
shoots.
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3. No filming will be authorised for advertising, promoting tourism or other promotional

‘commercial’ clips.

4. No filming will be authorised for use of Auroville locations in feature films.
5. The filming permit does not allow unauthorised usage of Auroville archive material or

stock footage.

6. Auroville/OutreachMedia is not responsible for any loss or damage to the person/s and
property belonging to the film crew during their stay in the township.

7. The name and symbol of Auroville are protected by the Government of India under the
Emblems & Names (Prevention of Improper Use) Act; unauthorised use of the same will be

subject to legal consequences.

8. The financial contribution towards the services of OutreachMedia will be jointly deter-

mined, and paid before the actual filming starts.

9. OutreachMedia will cancel its recommendation in case of violation of Indian law and inti-

mate the same to concerned authorities.

10. In case the film disparages Auroville, one of its projects, or one of its inhabitants, a right of
reply within the same film will be given and incorporated in the final broadcast/screened ver-

sion.

11. OutreachMedia is to be notified of the first broadcast date of the production, and a DVD
of the same is to be sent to OutreachMedia. Due acknowledgement of OutreachMedia is to

be given in the film's credits.

12, The filming crew are to be aware of the prevailing cultural sensitivities of Auroville's bio-
region and are expected to conduct themselves appropriately towards local people, as well

as towards Auroville's residents.
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CHANGING FACE OF EDUCATION

Helping students discover their passion

Living Routes is a U.S. based educational non-profit organization which brings American college students to Auroville every
year on a 14 week study programme. What do the students do, what is the intention behind the programme and how does
it relate to Auroville? Aurovilian and guests serving as staff and faculty for the Living Routes programme respond.

How is the programme structured?

Ethan: We do a three-week orienta-
tion where the students discover what
Auroville is about, and introduce the
programme - many of the students are in
a traditional U.S. college programme
and it's a very different format here.
Then they do a five to six weeks intern-
ship when they work in an Auroville
unit or work place. We call this 'service-
learning’ because during this time they
contribute their work and time to the
larger community.

What choices do they have for intern-
ships?

Martin: This time the options
included Solitude Farm, WELL paper,
Upasana, Rangoli, the Earth Institute
bamboo project and AVRadio.

Bindu: What we are looking for are
places with a strong mentor for the stu-
dents. If possible, we also like the place
of work to be connected in some way
with sustainability. This we define in
very broad terms: outer sustainability,
intersubjective (working and living with
others) and personal sustainability.

Ethan: During these six weeks we
also teach the bulk of our seminars. In
the mornings the students work in an
Auroville unit and in the afternoons
they have courses on topics like global
and local sustainability, group dynam-

How does this differ from a typical
college course in the U.S.?

Ethan: For one thing, we are
together much of the time. We call
this is our 'learning community': it's
where we talk about not only the aca-
demic side of things but whatever
else we are feeling or concerns us.

Priya: It's a much more integrat-
ed approach to education than you
would find in a traditional American
college. When you learn about envi-
ronmental issues in Auroville, you
also see how they directly affect peo-
ple. The learning outside the class-
room is huge. Also, the component of
service makes it stand apart from
most other programmes in the U.S.

Bindu: It's very much experien-
tial education. We also consider it
transformative. It's very challenging
for these students, who have never left
the U.S. and come from privileged
backgrounds, to be suddenly thrown
into 'Third World dynamics' and this can
result in huge personal change. We
believe each student has a unique gift to
offer, so we are not looking at cramming
people with knowledge. Rather, we're try-
ing to be midwives of change in them.

Ethan: The spiritual aspect general-
ly would not be part of a traditional aca-
demic course. We do yoga and medita-
tion five days a week, we go on a one
week meditation retreat and the students

Vika's experience

Vika was the first Auroville
youngster to be offered a
scholarship to participate in a
Living Routes programme.
This is an extract from an
essay she wrote at the end of
the programme.

“Being part of the Living
Routes Program has led me
to understand the work that
is being done in Auroville a
lot better. | have been given
an opportunity to look at
everything from a different
perspective, almost as an
outsider, observing and
learning. In that process |

have realized that | know so little about my own home town and the peo-

ple who live here. There is so much to do and so much to be part of that it

,  excites me and also scares me a little. Besides the spiritual aspect of our per-

sonal development (the main emphasis of us being here in Auroville) there

" are so many of us here that give themselves to bring change to the course

of humanity, which | only became aware of during the programme. This can

be a great opportunity for any youngster, seeking some connection with the
earth and life itself, or a chance to discover new knowledge.”

ics and body-mind-spirit. The three
philosophical "pillars' of the course are
spirituality, community and the envi-
ronment, which we see as totally inter-
related. The fourth pillar is the practical
application of sustainability, which is
their service learning.

After the six week internship we go
travelling together in India for two to
three weeks. When we return, the stu-
dents break up into small groups and live
in different Auroville communities for
two weeks. This is their chance to expe-
rience Auroville on their own terms.
This part of the programme hasn't
always worked well in the past because
there wasn't much interaction between
the students and other members of the
community they are living in. To deepen
the experience we've tried to find men-
tors in these communities who will inter-
act with the students and teach them
something worthwhile. The last week of
the 14 week course is spent in gathering
all the learning together.

Bindu: While the course falls into
these different segments, we don't sepa-
rate the learning. We stress the merging
of personal and community and environ-
mental sustainability.
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do a 'sacred solo' where they spend a
night out in nature by themselves. All
these are designed to catalyze personal
change. You can't teach this. It's about
having an experience you can learn and
grow integrally from. This, for me, is a
key aspect of this programme. ’

How do the students respond to
Auroville?

Ethan: As a generalization, they
begin by being amazed at this place. A
few weeks later they start seeing the
faults but often, by the end, they have a
more balanced view - Auroville is not a
perfect utopia but they see a lot of amaz-
ing things are going on here.

The Living Routes team: Ethan, Priya, Bindu and Martin

Some Aurovilians resent outside agen-
cies bringing students for courses in
Auroville because they feel the commu-
nity is in some sense being "used’. What
is your response to this?

Martin: I've received the same
feedback from Aurovilians and 1 think
they have a valid point to some extent. I
think the Living Routes syllabus is great
and the programme is fantastic.
However, I feel it's a pity that this course
is mainly run by outside faculty and that
Auroville has not yet managed to come
up with its own programme.. The intern-
ships are crucial here, because this is
when the students go out and interact
with mentors and other Aurovilians, but
it's not enough. So, as a next step, we
have initiated a series of seminars on dif-
ferent aspects of sustainability on
Saturday mornings which are open not
only to Living Routes students but to all
Aurovilians.

Bindu: This Integral Sustainability
Seminar series, jointly offered by
University of Human Unity, is moderat-
ed by Living Routes faculty. By bring-
ing together Aurovilians working on dif-
ferent initiatives and by linking local ini-
tiatives in sustainability to the global
context, we help Aurovilians to work
towards more integrated solutions and
also remind them that Auroville should
not just focus on itself but try to creative-
ly engage with the problems of the
world.

Martin: I'm also concerned that the
Living Routes students can become a
separate entity in Auroville, that they
can isolate themselves in a U.S. 'bubble'

Ethan: The Aurovilian inputs are
crucial for the Living Routes course. If
the Living Routes students don't get con-
nected to India and Auroville, then
what's the point? They could have
learned the same things in the U.S.

Bindu: Personally, [ would wish that
rather than rich, bored tourists, young,
enthusiastic students come to Auroville. It
would be great if Aurovilians could
develop their own educational pro-
grammes that would attract students. This
would most likely result in a greater eco-
nomic benefit for Auroville. There is
some movement in this regard, but to be
honest, none of the current educational
initiatives have the rigour of an academic
university in the West.

Study abroad in Auroville, an international community along the tropical
coast of southern India dedicated to promoting human unity. Participate in
an academic program that fosters collaborative inquiry, critical thinking, and
dialogue while exploring daily awareness practices such as yoga, non-violent

communication, and meditation.

Through engagement with a holistic approach to world issues that encom-
passes inner, cultural, and outer processes, you broaden and deepen your

understanding of sustainability issues. ...

Empower yourself and learn to empower others through a process whereby
what you leamn is integrated with how you live.

From the Living Routes website

[ don't think we are "using"
Auroville. Living Routes' ideals of com-
munity, sustainability and spirituality
resonate with the Auroville vision. We
want young people to be inspired by
Auroville and Aurovilians. But more
often than not, these young students are
disappointed with Auroville when they
see the gap between the ideal and the
reality. For instance, our students use
cycles and are shocked to see
Aurovilians' reliance on motorized
transport. And that "encounter” in itself
is a valuable learning experience for
both students and Aurovilians.

As for finances, apart from the
boarding and lodging costs, staff
salaries, payments to Aurovilian guest
lecturers, Living Routes donates at least
$200 per student. It pays $ 100 per intern
to the places where interns work and, at
the end of the course, each student gets $
100 to support any Auroville project
which they wish. As Living Routes
sends about 48 students a year, that's a
considerable amount.

Living Routes also makes a dona-
tion towards tree-planting to offset the
carbon emissions, particularly those
connected with air-travel, and Living
Routes has given donations to different
Auroville projects in order to help
them develop. Living Routes also
began offering scholarships to
Aurovilian youth three semesters ago.
The second semester we had Vika, and
this semester we have Karthik who
have been living and working in
Auroville for several years. We are
hoping that more Aurovilian youth will
take advantage of this opportunity.

What inspires you to do this work?

Ethan: I'm doing this job because [
was a student on this programme many
years ago and it had an amazing impact
on my life; it really shifted my entire
world-view. So my reason for being
here is to help the students find their pas-
sion and help them incorporate that into
their lives. I think what the programme
can do for Auroville is to bring in this
idealistic, challenging energy - which is
what I hope the students bring - to help
the community flush out new ideas.

Bindu: I do this programme
because education is one of my pas-
sions and the interactions with the stu-
dents and faculty helps me to grow. I
enjoy interacting with students in their
early twenties but that's an age-group
that's missing in Auroville. For years, I
was caught up in working directly for
the development of Auroville, and
now I find myself in a different phase
of life-more than ever, I want to dis-
cover my svadharma, and currently
this work seems to be a path toward
this self-discovery.

From an interview by Alan

Open classroc

The Learning Community is a new
consists of seven children, aged
adults with a larger group of entl

onday moming. A beauti

thatched room in Botanical

Inside, small groups of adults

scattered around, quietly read

together, their heads bent clo:
tion. When I approach they look up.

“Let’s come together and tell Alan abou
Community,” suggests someone. In a few momer
in a circle and I'm facing these shining eyes.

“So, what is The Learning Community? He
from other schools?”

“We don’t have a fixed schedule.” “We m
months.” “All the different ages are mixed togetl
no ammas so we wash our own dishes.” “Our class
one.”

Natasha picks up on the last point.

*“Tell him more about the open classroom. F
whoever comes by. How it’s open to whatever ha)

“The other day a scorpion spider came in,” say
Edén, “and we spent the whole morning looking at
was covered by pincers and he had a broken anten

“We try to connect a lot with nature,” explain

“Yeah, when we went to Johnny’s we named
tried rounding up the chickens,” says nine and a ha
“Johnny also helped us make furniture and we
things.”

“For the ‘Zoom’,” says nine year old Zea.

Pardon?

“When we visited my dad’s family in Engla:
my grandfather had a go-cart, a zoom, which we ¢
thought why not make an electric one in Auroville
agreed. So we needed some money.”

The open classroom in the Botanical

The prospect of the Zoom made everybody in

“One day we went picking tamarinds and t
shop. We stopped everybody who passed by and r
says Edén. “Some were really grumpy but some
100 and we only had to give him Rs 15 back.”

Training envir

On September 1st 2009, an ambitic
Auroville's Sadhana Forest: a 3-yeal
with 16 participants from all over ti

everal issues led us to t
‘ ‘ programme,” says Avire
“One was the perception t
we need to share the kno

edge we have in Aurov
with others. The second was to pursue the idea
Auroville having a university in the future, anc
see what that means in practical terms.

“We wanted to offer a long-term residen
educational programme. Often courses offered
Auroville are 2-3 weeks, occasionally a moi
long. But a medium time-frame allows only a ¢
tain depth; one can’t really get into the subject.
like giving a teaspoon of everything, but if y
want a bigger portion, you’ll have to go somewh
else. But we have the material available here,
why not disseminate it on a more diverse an(
more in-depth level?

“So we started. We selected 35 people fi
the more than two thousand volunteers who
worked over the years at Sadhana Forest, and in»
ed them to join the programme. We selected th
people as we had noticed that they have poten
for leadership. From these, 16 people jumped
board. They are very diverse. The youngest is
the oldest 35. Four are from India; the others co
from Macedonia, Australia, France, Germany,
United States, the United Kingdom and Irela:
They have different skills. Some have worked
environmental conservation; others have manag
a restaurant and so on. They live and work
Sadhana Forest free of cost — this means free fc
and stay, and some get also a pocket money. 1
















