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The hidden dimension of sustainability

ustainability’ is a slippery term.
Today it is used in so many differ-
ent ways and contexts that it has
lost its precision. In its simplest
form, it says that if we are to sus-
tain life in all its forms we need to live within the
means of the planet. But how to achieve this?

The disagreements began at the first U.N.
Conference on the Environment in 1972. The devel-
oped nations argued that the prime need was to pro-
tect the environment through the developing nations
controlling their population. The developing nations
retorted that the root problem was poverty — as
Indira Gandhi put it, “Poverty is the worst form of
pollution” — and poverty could only be eliminated
through industrial development.

1t’s a debate which still continues, in one form
or another, today (see, for example, recent interna-
tional disagreements over what should be done
about climate change). But one of the immediate
effects was division in the sustainability movement
as the environmental and the social (or develop-
mental) perspectives clashed over priorities.

In 1983 the UN set up the World Commission
on Environment and Development (also known as
The Brundtland Commission after its Norwegian
chairman, Ms. Gro Harlem Brundtland). Its brief
was to see if continued global economic develop-
ment could be equated with protecting the environ-
ment, something which had been called into ques-
tion by the seminal study Limits fo Growth. Limits
warned that continued economic growth based
upon the industrial model would lead to catastroph-
ic environmental and, therefore, social collapse at
some time-in the 21st century.

Brundtland, in its 1987 report Our Common
Future, however declared that industrial growth and
environmental protection could go hand-in-hand, as
long as development was ‘sustainable’. And they
defined sustainable development as “development
which meets the needs of the present without com-
promising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs”.

Brundtland seemed to have squared the circle.
However, many remained unconvinced. It was
pointed out that as long as ‘needs’ were not defined,
the definition was next to useless. And how was one
to apply this definition in practice? Could one

impact future generations?

In fact, dissatisfaction with the Brundtland defi-
nition led to many new attempts to define sustain-
ability and sustainable development, incorporating
new parameters like economic and cultural sustain-

~pability. The result is a more integral concept but it
has also led to much confusion and even doubts
concemning the validity of the term ‘sustainability’.

Auroville and sustainability

Auroville has all the elements of a sustainable
community. From an environmental perspective, it
has worked successfully on land restoration; it has
developed water recycling and sustainable building
techniques; renewable energy systems are widely
used; and the city is planned to be at least 50%
‘green’. From a social sustainability perspective we
can point to the fact that in Auroville today over 45
nationalities live together without discrimination
based on caste, class, sex, religion or nationality.
From an economic perspective, the fact that all
immovable assets belong to the community; that
Aurovilians offer their services to the community at
a rate far below the market rate; and that there is an
aspiration to eliminate cash transactions between
Aurovilians and for the community to be self-sup-
porting, are all indications that Auroville represents
an alternative to the present unsustainable global
economic order.

However, Auroville has very far to go before it
can boast of being truly sustainable in environmen-
tal, social and economic terms. To take just a few
examples, Auroville is far from being self-sufficient
in food; our present transport pattern is dominated
by individually-owned fossil-fuelled vehicles;
Auroville still reflects the money-based value
system of the larger world; the population and ethos
is not truly international; and the fact that it is
expensive to live here determines, to a large extent,
who can join the community.

So why haven’t we done better? We can point
to factors like limited resources, to a poor communi-
cation culture and to the challenge of dealing with
such a diversity of cultures and points of view. But
the root cause seems to be something else.

Towards a Sustainable Future course

A group of Aurovilians discovered what this

Spiritual sustainability is the Key pillar of the sustainability movement

Sustainable Future’. The original idea was to pro-
mote sustainable change in India by inviting people
to hear about and see Auroville’s environmental
achievements. Participants would first be given a
global overview of deforestation, energy, water and
waste problems and then be taken out and shown
Auroville’s forests, solar set-ups, natural water recy-
cling systems etc.

The courses always proved popular with the
participants, but when the organizers investigated
how much change it was effecting in their lives, the
answer was very little. The obvious reasons were
that most of the participants came from cities and
many of the Auroville experiments were nof replic-
able there or were simply too expensive.

In fact, what participants tended to remember
from their Auroville workshop experience was
inspiring encounters with Aurovilians as well as the
particular energy of this place. But this was not
enough to change the participants’ perspectives
once they returmed to their cities and the habitual
patterns of life reasserted themselves.

So what could change this? What were we
missing in our workshop on sustainability?

Mind is the problem

Einstein put his finger on the problem when he
wrote that, “You cannot solve a problem with the
same mind-set which created it.” And what is that
mind-set? Among other things, much of modern
humanity assumes that the natural world exists for
its benefit; that continued industrial development is
the solution of poverty; and that happiness is the
accumulation of more and more possessions. This
cocktail is a recipe for global disaster.

But is Einstein correct in suggesting that we
merely need to replace one mind-set with another
more appropriate one? Sri Aurobindo disagrees,
pointing out that the mind itself is the problem:

At present mankind is undergoing an evolution-
ary crisis in which is concealed a choice of its des-
tiny; for a stage has been reached in which the
human mind has achieved in certain directions an
enormous development while in others it stands
arrested and bewildered and can no longer find its
way... Man has created a system of civilisation
which has become too big for his limited mental

In other words, humanity is at present inherent-
ly unsustainable because it is relying upon the mind
to solve the present global problems whereas the
need is for a fundamental change of consciousness.
As the cosmologist Brian Swimme puts it, “The
need now is not simply to diminish the devastation
of the planet but to alter the mode of consciousness
that is responsible for such deadly activities”.

The key pillar

In this sense, ‘spiritual sustainability’ or ‘con-
sciousness evolution’ can be seen to be not only the
most neglected but also the key pillar of the sustain-
ability movement. If we don’t change our con-
sciousness, the way we experience and live in this
world, no amount of technological advances, recy-
cling initiatives and fossil fuel replacement pro-
grammes will prevent us from destroying civilisa-
tion as we know it. In Auroville the same lesson
applies. In sustainability terms, many of our failures
can ultimately be seen to be failures to evolve the
new consciousness which Sri Aurobindo and
Mother speak of.

It is, of course, one thing to identify the prob-
lem, quite another to act upon it. In terms of the
‘Towards a Sustainable Future’ course, while we
still show participants what we are doing here in
land work, alternative energy etc. we have shifted
the emphasis from ‘hard-edged’ technologies to
approaches which promote inner change. These
include meditation and sessions on body awareness,
developing energy consciousness and identifying
one’s unique spiritual task in the world.

The immediate response of the participants to
these new courses has been enthusiastic. We have
also seen that, as a result of this deeper work, they
are far more likely to involve themselves in gen-
uinely life-affirming activities when they return to
their homes and workplaces. Some have even
changed their work because it was no longer conso-
nant with their new and deeper aspirations, and one
group of past participants is purchasing land to set
up a community on sustainable lines.

There is still much scope for improving the
course. But at long last we feel we are on the right
track. For consciousness development is the only
truly sustainable path.
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EDucATION

Auroville education:
opportunities and challenges

A brief look at Auroville education today

ccording to Sanjeev, Director of Sri Aurobindo
International Institute of Education and
Research (SAIIER) there’s a distinction between
education and schooling. “Schooling is what
happens in the schools during a certain period of
one’s life, while education, in The Mother’s world, is unend-
ing, lifelong, not restricted to any predetermined syllabus,” he
says. He goes on to explain that education is also the influence
that the environment and adults have on children. These
experiences help develop a child’s emotional growth.

Auroville is a safe, open environment where children can
move around on their own. People interact with the children
even if they don’t know them. “I sometimes compare that to
the joint family system in India,” says Sanjeev. The natural
surroundings, the greenbelt, the Matrimandir, the gardens, are
all nurturing environments for a growing child. There are a lot
of extra-curricular activities, such as music, dance, art, theatre,
outdoor games, sports, horse-riding, forest walks, mountain-
treks and cycling that take place in Auroville, and as almost
every child is involved in some of these activities it makes for
an integral education.

However, Sanjeev points out that if parents learned the
basics of child psychology and took some training in the nur-
turing of children it would enhance the positive experience at
home. As to teachers, ideally Auroville’s teachers ought to be
in contact with their psychic being: according to The Mother,
teachers should be yogis. Many Auroville teachers have this as
their aim. “There are also many teach-

South India. “The school gave us enough time to learn our
desired subjects and we never experienced pressure or dead-
lines,” says Ashwin. “The teachers were good friends to us, in
and outside school, so we could ask them anything. If there
was a question about a subject, they made sure that everyone in
class understood before moving ahead with the subject.” Apart
from a good student-teacher relationship, he says that each one
of them had a mentor, one of the teachers, who would guide
them in anything related to school or other matters.

Like Ashwin, Manjula passed out from Future School
after which she graduated from Madras Christian College in
Chennai. Upon her return to Auroville, she wanted to gain
work experience. For a year she worked with Auroville
Consulting as a project assistant and for the past four months
she has been a teacher of Biology, Geography and Maths at
Last School. In Future School she studied Biology,
Geography, English, French, Math, History, English
Literature and Cooking. She took her time in preparing herself
and sat for the A level exam in three years instead of the usual
two years.

To what extent were the students taught about the funda-
mental ideals of Auroville? Manjula says that for the first year
the Auroville philosophy was a mandatory subject. They
would discuss with their teacher the writings of Sri Aurobindo,
The Mother and Auroville. However, in the second year it was
an optional subject. The school also recommended that they
enrol in extra-curricular activities and she chose Odissi dance,
frisbee, women’s football, Hindustani

ers who have learned on the job,” says
Sanjeev, “but who need to learn the
theoretical underpinnings of their pro-
fession. To achieve this, a group of
experienced teachers are going to start
a teacher-training programme in
Auroville.”

about bein

What do you treasure most
an Auroville
student?

The attitude that learning never stops

™\ music, tennis, and badminton. “The
whole day was packed,” she says.
Very often, the transition from
Auroville secondary schools to col-
leges outside is challenging, as was
Ashwin’s experience: “I struggled to

Recently SAIIER sponsored an
integral education workshop with
Partho, who is experienced in integral
education. It was decided to ask him to
work with different schools to align
their programmes to The Mother’s
vision.

School systems offered in Auroville

What are the education systems in
Auroville? Until the fourteen-year-old
age group, Auroville schools approach
schooling using varying degrees of
free-progress. The Learning
Community (TLC), Deepanam and

and that one can always do better.
Smiti, Last School

I feel very lucky to have gone through
Auroville education and the community
upbringing. In fact, it is the core factor
that defines who I am today. The one
thing I treasure most about Auroville
education is the gift of learning from and
with people from all around the world.
Ashwin, Future School

The atmosphere is here is such that
whether you like it or not, you are
growing.

Manjula, Future School

cope with the workload and dead-
lines.” He says that at his university
everything had a deadline. Each class
consisted of more than 50 students and
the student-teacher relationship was
non-existent. He explains that the
entire aim of education was to score
well in the exams, whether one under-
stood the subject or not. However,
going out of Auroville was a good
experience for him. “I learnt how to
handle pressure, how to adapt and deal
with sticky situations and how the
world outside functions.”

As for Manjula, she felt the
teacher-student relation was very for-

Transition schools all have their unique

J mal in the college she went to. “I

approachés towards schooling.
Depending on the child’s needs, the parents decide which
school to pick. At the High School level schools in Auroville
have broadly two streams. One is the free-progress education,
offered in Last School, which doesn’t lead to any certificate
but where students arec engaged to some extent in determining
their own programmes. The other approach, offered by Future

- School, is the syllabus consisting of the ‘O’ and ‘A’ levels of

the Cambridge system, in addition to non-examination sub-
jects. The GCSE qualification is globally-recognised and
enables students to be admitted to universities practically any-
where in the world.

The student experience

Smiti, an ex-student of Last School, is currently apprentic-
ing in dance, art installation, and backstage lighting design.
Talking about her Auroville education experience, she says
that all the schools she went to had free-progress. She studied
many languages — English, French, Spanish, Sankrit, Tamil,
Hindi, and even Japanese for a while — and literature and poet-
ry in French and English. Her other subjects were Maths,
Biology, hands-on nature sciences, History, Geography, the
Indian culture and current affairs, “The teachers were great,”
she says. Smiti is very involved in sports and extra-curricular
activities and likes it that Auroville provides immense oppor-
tunities to explore oneself. “The difficulty was that there was
never enough time in the day and the week to cover everything
[ wanted to do,” she says.

Ashwin, an ex-student of Future School, is currently pur-
suing a bachelor’s degree in Information Technology
Engineering at Vellore Institute of Technology (VIT), Vellore,

School attendance figures in April 2013 (excluding AV Outreach Schools)

Level Name of AV School Age Group System Children

a: Kin ergarten
AV Kindergarten
Nandanam Kindergarten

Créche and
Kindergarten

3-6
years
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Free-Progress 108

missed that one-on-one connection
which I treasured so much in Auroville schools,” she says, “but
I adapted very easily to the system there and found my own
way.”

Challenges

At the primary and higher primary level, some Aurovilian
parents choose to send their children to schools in Pondicherry
since they issue certificates which are recognised outside.
Sanjeev recalls that The Mother has talked of no certificates
but “The challenge is that many parents still do not subscribe
to a new way of thinking about the education of their
children,” he says.

Education in Auroville is supposed to be free. Aurovilians
and Newcomers are not expected to pay for their children’s
education, except for external examinations. However, the
Auroville economy is not able to fully support the schools, and
now schools are being forced to raise funds, sometimes asking
parents to contribute a minimal amount.

Higher education in Auroville

“The pressing question right now,” says Sanjeev, “is what
happens in terms of formal educaton after high school.” It is
evident that there is a high educational content in the activities
that go on in Auroville. Interns/students come to Auroville
from all over the world to study architecture, town planning,
fashion design, sustainable living, land regeneration and
organic farming. Now SAIIER is trying to turn this informal
learning set-up into a formal post-secondary learning experi-
ence for Auroville students so that those who want to contin-
ue their education in Auroville have the possibility to do so.
“What is holding this back is the lack
of a team to take it up. But surely the
people will show-up.”

Freedom to explore one’s being
through umpteen extra-curricular
activities, a mixed bag of cultures and
nationalities and an atmosphere
founded solidly on the ideal of human
unity are some of the important
aspects of Auroville education. What
matters is that the students here con-

Sexrsidary o’ g ek 15-18 Freif;:‘f;ms - tinue to pass out as confident, self-
Last School vess i dependent and conscious adults.

Mandakini

From top: Intake discussion at Deepanam primary school;
Art show at an open house of Transition




| Mirco teaching a drawing class;
primary school
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Building bridges with art therapy

Krupa discusses her work in Auroville with art therapy and bridging communities through art.

hen Krupa decided to

settle in Auroville four

years ago, it wasnot on a

whim. Born in the

United States to Gujarati
parents, Krupa received an undergraduate
degree in Graphic Design from Parsons
New School of Design in New York and a
master’s degree in Art Therapy at the
School of Visual Arts in Manhattan. After
living for 10 years in New York City, she
wanted to return to her roots.

She travelled to more than 80 places
throughout India and Nepal, visiting
schools and NGOs to get a better idea of
where art therapy could be applied.
Auroville was one of her stops, where she
stayed for 10 days in 2009. Upon returning
to the US to think about her experiences,
she realized that Auroville was a good
place to start out as a volunteer. Six months
later, she felt this was home.

“The arts are supported here, and
already there was some semblance of art
therapy happening. So it seemed like a real-
ly good place for me,” she says. Besides,

being in an international community was
important to her. “I saw how much the chil-

dren appreciated and benefited from participating
in the art sessions, and I loved being able to give
them the tools to express themselves.”

Krupa’s passion is to create a bridge between
Auroville and the villages. Low self-esteem is a
major issue for many village children here, she
noted. Due to the pressure to perform, they often
just try to please the teacher or their parents.
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Krupa with a student discussing a drawing

make dolls, giving them the basic pattern, and then
they each created one, and it became a character.
Then they wrote stories about them, which for the
book were translated into English.”

Now Krupa is working at the Life Education
Centre with a group of about 14 girls. “I wanted to
find something that would work for all of them, so
we started doing mandalas, creating images and

Krupa's students decorating the walls of a bridge

Consequently, the sense of self is sometimes
damaged.

In art therapy, any of the media can be used for
creative expression, she explains. “Part of my
responsibility is to have a wide range of media
available as tools for self-expression, and then to
find the right fit for the person.” Depending on the
situation, the creative art work can be supplement-
ed with story-telling about the created object. If
she is working with a young child, sometimes the
work itself will tell the story.

“Art therapy also works better over time,
whether individually or with a group, when they
come back repeatedly at regular intervals. That
helps to create a feeling of safety. The process of
art therapy requires a lot of trust, especially here
where there are often different cultures involved,
and often not much openness to this kind of thing.”
Also, she finds a short guided meditation at the
start of the session is helpful in opening up the
children’s imagination.

Krupa started out in Auroville working at
Thamarai in the After School Programme. She was
doing weekly sessions with teenagers and with
some children between six and 10 years old. She
learned a lot during that experience and started a
basic creative literacy programme in which chil-
dren would just experiment with using colours, for
example.

From the Thamarai After School Programme,
Krupa shifted to the Thamarai Healing Centre.
Here the children were already learning about their
bodies and the role of nutrition. Art therapy
became an extension of this work. In 2011, they
published a book called Blooming Thamarai,
which is based on an affirmation doll project. [see
Auroville Today # 270 of January 2012]. “The pro-
ject involved in-depth sessions with small groups
that were coming regularly. I showed them how to

symbols within a circle. Then I had them create
journals, and inside the journals they expressed the
symbols from the mandalas that were relevant for
them. Then they selected images from those man-
dala journals and painted them on the bridge out-
side the entrance to the centre.”

The work helped to strengthen a sense of sanc-
tuary, and it also cultivated a sense of legacy in
that a part of them stays there. All art has some
therapeutic aspect, she explains. Sometimes she
sits individually with girls who need more atten-
tion and helps them work through their processes.

She works with some adult women who come to
the Centre as well.

Krupa sees art as something that can benefit
the whole Auroville community. Recently she
organized a community art event at the Visitors
Centre and helped in winning a grant of US $500
for art supplies, part of an international event held
in 19 sites around the world on the same day.
People were invited to sit down and make art for
free. It was a huge success. “It was wonderful to
see this mixture of more than 200 people from
every culture sitting down at tables together and
painting and drawing.”

Krupa is now working to create her own space
that would more intentionally be a bridge between
Auroville and the villages. “I have a network of
connections of art therapists working around the
world, students and colleagues who are interested
in how it is being used in this context. I am contin-
uing to support the projects I have been part of, but
I would like to do this work in a more focused
way.”

Her mission is to provide the tools and
resources that are needed to express oneself, to
show people how to use them, and to facilitate
awareness, insight, and empowerment through that
process. Another aspect of her mission is exchange
with others through the art. She explains,
“Recently I have been working with students from
Turkey, Delhi, and Edaiyanchavadi in one room
doing art together. In the future I would like to
have students from an Auroville school and stu-
dents from a village school doing art activities
together. In addition, the centre could be a place
for professional exchanges between art therapists
working in different contexts or settings.”

The next step is fundraising, she says. She has
already lined up a friend who is going to help and
she also has a network built-up over the last four
years, sharing the work that she is doing. “I am
confident that this will come together.”

Larry

Info: hitp://www.sankalpajourneys.com

//

ents could learn more about the topic.

process unfolds.”

Using art therapy for
trauma healing

While working at the After School Programme, Krupa also got involved with the Child
Protection Services, and was the coordinator for the group during her Newcomer period. The group
was composed of five Aurovilians and a visiting specialist from Canada who has been in child pro-
tection for 35 years. Last year they organized a series of six workshops in Vérité so teachers and par-

“We work on these issues with affected family members and just guide them through the
process,” says Krupa. “Some individuals in Auroville have bravely sought help for physically and
emotionally abusive situations in their homes, recognizing the need for assistance.”

Another aspect of this work is educational outreach. Two members of the group are teachers
who go into the schools to talk about very basic topics, such as how to say no if someone is trying to
touch you, and even about anatomy. Their sensitive approach to such a difficult topic, which allows
the children to ask questions, has been effective.

She is doing both one-on-one sessions with children as well as family sessions, applying art ther-
apy for a mix of situations which the children are dealing with. “This gets really sensitive,” she
explains, “especially in a multicultural context, and there has been a lot of tension and resistance
about these topics. Art therapy can be useful in these situations, because instead of having to verbal-
ly explain whatever trauma or emotion or difficulties might be there, the art offers a tool where these
issues can be expressed in another way. It provides something concrete that helps the person to
ground whatever emotions or issues that are coming up, and then those symbols can change as the

\
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NESS and CBSE

emerita from Antioch University
New England, USA, “There is no
distinct Auroville educational pro-
gramme. Each of the Auroville
schools is distinct, and indeed many were started
to offer different choices for students.” Heidi has
been coming to Auroville for many years to work
with the teachers and has authored the book Litile
by Little — The evolution of schooling in Auroville
1966-1980. She observed that “What the schools
have in common is a commitment to the ideals of
Sri Aurobindo and Mother and a desire to offer
an ‘integral’ education; but almost by definition
that means there will be different interpretations
of how best to do it, and different constraints
which make it difficult to achieve the ideal”.

These different interpretations and the needs
of children from different cultures and countries
have led to the development of various pro-
grammes for higher schooling. Last School fol-
lows a Free Progress system, while Future
School prepares the children for the British O and
A level or the GCSE system. The New Era
Secondary School (NESS), at the initiative of
Rod Hemsell who was its principal until 2011,
follows the Central Board of Secondary
Education (CBSE) programme. It benefits
Aurovilian and non-Aurovilian Tamil students by
offering the school diploma that is needed to pur-
sue higher education in India.

There seems to be a prejudice against CBSE
in Auroville, probably because it is exam-orient-
ed. But in fact, the CBSE program has much in
common with integral education, according to
Professor Watts. “If you read the CBSE manual
you cannot help but be struck by the similarity in
ideals between CBSE and Integral Education.”

The prominent feature of CBSE is its system
of continuous comprehensive evaluation.
Frangoise, who has been teaching in Auroville
for many years and now advises teachers on the
fine aspects of pedagogy, says that though itis a
government programme with many rules to be
followed — prescribed books, curriculum, pace of
learning, holidays — “it aims to shift from an
exam-oriented, teacher-centric system of learn-
ing to an activity-based and pupil-centric
process.”

Whereas most Auroville schools have no
exam system to test the progress of a student, in
the CBSE system exams are important, but they
are relatively stress-free as there is continuous
‘testing’ throughout the semester in the form of
projects, debates, etc. The emphasis is on devel-
oping the child’s confidence in his or her own
abilities. Twice or thrice a year the students face
Problem Solving Assessments (PSAs), usually
multiple-choice questions. The PSA papers come
directly from the CBSE board and are designed
to test the overall preparedness of students. They
have no immediate relationship to the textbooks
prescribed for various standards, but test the
general skills of the pupil.

CBSE is different from the traditional Indian
approach to teaching. Shankar, the principal of
CBSE-based Aikiyam primary school in New
Creation community says that CBSE, “pioneers
novel ideas, since it gives more freedom for inno-
vation compared to other educational boards™. In
CBSE, a student has to be ready for the unexpect-
ed, to think out of the box.

“One of the hallmarks of the CBSE pro-
gramme, as carried out at NESS, is activity-based
learning in the form of field trips and practical
learning in ecology, archeology, art and culture,
sanitation, language, renewable energy, history,
physical education, etc.” says Selvaraj, who is the
director of NESS. Such an approach greatly adds
to the development of each student by providing
practical experience supplemented by the cur-

"

are the most important aspects of learning.

to the world around them.

-

The characteristics of learning
according to the CBSE

The characteristics of learning according to the CBSE are:
1. All children are naturally motivated to learn and are capable of learning.
2. Understanding and developing the capacity for abstract thinking, reflection and work

3. Children learn in a variety of ways — through experience, making and doing things,
experimentation, reading, discussion, asking, listening, thinking, reflecting, and expressing one-
self in speech or writing, both individually and with others. They require opportunities of all
these kinds in the course of their development.

4.  Teaching something before the child is cognitively ready takes away real learning.
Children may ‘remember’ many facts but they may not understand them or be able to relate them

5. Learning takes place both within the school and outside school. Learning is enriched if
these two arenas interact with each other. Art and work provide opportunities for holistic learn-
ing that is rich in tacit and aesthetic components. Such experiences are essential to be learnt
through direct experience and integrated with life.

6.  Learning must be paced so that it allows learners to engage with concepts and deepen
the understanding rather than remembering only to forget after examinations. At the same time
learning must provide variety and challenge, and be interesting and engaging.

\
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riculum’s theoretical dimension. “Also
our students benefit from the exception-
ally rich talent pool available within
Auroville”, he says.

Like all Auroville schools, NESS is
struggling. “In fact the main problem is the atti-
tude of the teachers”, says Lisbeth, an Auroville
educator with an experience of more than 30
years in Auroville education. “Most teachers
have been trained in the Indian School Board’s
methods of lecturing, where the students tend to
learn by rote.” Professor Watts agrees: “A pro-
gramme can have the highest goals in the world,
but if the teachers do not share the same values,
really share them, and do not have the skills to
implement them, of what use are they?” Gordon
Korstange, an American educator who taught in
Auroville in its early days, warns that “learning
to create a student-centered classroom is a long
process full of trial and error, especially when the
teachers themselves were taught in teacher-cen-
tered classrooms.”

There is always ample scope for improve-
ment. In NESS and Aikiyam this drawback is
being worked upon with a teachers training pro-
gramme conducted by Frangoise and Lisbeth.
“But change takes a long time,” says Professor
Watts, “and the results are slow in coming.”

Wouldn’t it be better to attract Aurovilians as
teachers? Gordon is convinced that “CBSE and
Auroville teachers can and should work together
on this grand experiment.” Selvaraj feels that it
would be great to have willing Aurovilians teach
the programme, “but we can’t find enough
Aurovilians because for many, the level of the
Auroville maintenance is too low. Only three

Aurovilians and two newcomers work in NESS

s0 we have no choice but to look for teachers
from outside Auroville.” However, outside teach-
ers do not want to work for the equivalent of the
Auroville maintenance, which is below govern-
ment salaries. This results in a shortage of teach-
ers and a slow-down of the development of the
school.

NESS currently prepares students for the
humanities on the CBSE curriculum. There is a
demand to include the sciences. “We would love
to as it would benefit many Auroville children.
But we need a properly-equipped science labora-
tory in order to get the science stream affiliation,”
says Selvaraj. The NESS building, which is 40
years old and has only four dark classrooms, each
for about 10 students, is already too small. “We
need at least five new, large classrooms to cater
to the needs of the growing number of students
who are eager to join. To launch sciences, an
entirely new building would be required.”

To solve the problems, NESS is attempting
to obtain funding from the Government of India,
so far with little success. Selvaraj is undaunted.
“NESS is doing a great job as can be seen from
the fact that in year 2012, some students scored a
high 90 + in the twelfth grade final examination.”

Charudutta

For more information on NESS contact
ness@auroville.org.in
















