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Udavi

Auroville’s month[y Hews magazine since 1988

— An educational experiment in the village

In 1999 the Sri Aurobindo International Institute of Educational Research (SAIIER) took over the management of Udavi school from the Auroshikha
Agarbatti unit of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram. Sanjeev, who became Udavi's co-director, describes his experience of the last eight years.

davi Gentillesse

School was one of

the first schools start-

ed in the Auroville

area, on the outskirts
of Edaiyanchavadi village. Presenily
it has two hundred and seventy stu-
dents from the age of three to matric-
ulation (10th standard). Studies are
conducted in the English medium.
Students also study Tamil and some
opt for French as a second language
in the sixth grade. There is an almost
equal mix of boys and girls and most
of them belong to Edaiyanchavadi
village.

When SAIIER got involved, the
school was like most other Indian
schools, the only difference heing
that once a week there were creative
activities. There was a daily sports
programme and a morning assembly
dedicated to prayer. The stress was
on rote learing. The redeeming fac-
tor was the kindergarten section
where teachers prepared innovative
learning games and used them in the
class.

The challenges we taced were to
create a beautiful environment and
change the cxpectations of the par-
ents and the underlymg assumptions
of the teachers about what they are
supposed to be doing and their
expectations-of the ehildren’s roleas -
students.

The physical environment of a
school plays an important role in the
education of children. Udavi is blessed
with a very big school campus with a
large number of beautiful trees. But the
boundaries of the school were poorly
fenced: goats, callle and thieves easily
intruded. This changed when we created
a compound wall around the entire cam-
pus prolecling the arca. Afler we
trimmed and cut a few trees, a clean and
beautiful environment was created
which stimulates the aesthetic sensibili-
ties and nurtures the psychic being of the
.children.

Outreach schools

“How can we prepare the chil-
dren, children taken from anywhere,
who have no way of learning at

A major challenge was to change
the system of education. When SAIIER
took over. exams were held every month
to check on how well children had stud-
ied. Children were always walking
around with books memorising their les-
son for the pending cxam. We consid-
ered this contrary o all that Sri
Aurobindo and The Mother stand for.

The first thing we did was to stop all
the exams. This brought a furious
response from the parents who could not
understand why this was being done.
After some meetings with the parents
and their representatives and by way of
compromise it was agreed that a mid-

home, whose parents are ignorant,

who have no possibility of having
any means to learn, nothing, noth-
ing, nothing but the raw material,
likce that ~ how can we teach them to
live? That will be an interesting prob-

lem.”

The Mother, November 11, 1967

In this issue we report on the suc-
cesses and difficulties of three of
Auroville's seven Outreach Schools -
schools created for the benefit of the
children from the surrounding vil-
lages. They are the Udavi Gentilesse
School in the village of Edaiyan-
chavadi; Auroville’s one-year old
New Era Secondary School
Aspiration known earlier as After
and the New Creation
Bilingual School nearby the village of

School;
Kuyilapalayam.

Visit of Dr. Karan Singh
Completing Bharat
Nivas

pages2-3

The morning assembly at Udavi School

term and a final exam would be held and
that report cards would be issued to the
parents so that they could see how their
children were doing in their studics.

The next change we introduced
related to the curriculum. It was a school
tradition to follow certain text books in
every subject starting from second stan-
dard. The teachers would cover the
course by simply going through the
books with the students; this was their
whole work.

Fortunately the situation changed.
Many teachers trained in the traditional
methods secured government jobs and
left. We replaced them with teachers

n June 2007, after the annual summer break, After School, one
of Auroville’s earliest high schools, reincarnated as New Era
Secondary School, NESS for short. NESS embraced a revolu-
tionary educational reform recently introduced by India’s
national education board, the National Council for Education

Research and Training (NCERT) called the ‘National Curriculum

Framework 2005” or NCF. NCF aimed at replacing the age-old model

of rote memorization of textbooks with learning initiated and directed

their resource.”
School last June.

by the learner (where the teacher only plays the role of facilitator).
“The fact that India is adopting this new educational strategy not
only at the national level but also at the state level is good for us,” says
Rod Hemsell who runs NESS along wilth Selvaraj. “ILis perfectly in
line with the Mother’s approach, where students construct their own
knowledge, and use the teachers as well as the world around them as
Fifty students enrolled in the New Era Secondary

in And the assessment at the end of'its first year? “We have accom-

plished our two main goals

tion have been rewarded.”
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,” says Rod, “The first was to set up the
basic infrastructure for the school — the computers, the labs, the teach-
ers, and the programme. And the second was that our efiorts at affilia-
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who had been trained differently. A
number of teachers from Mirambika
joined, a school dedicated to free
progress education which has an exten-
sive teacher training component and is
part of the Delhi Branch of the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram. They use the *pro-
ject method” at all levels of schooling
except for the ninth and tenth grades, at
which time the focus progressively
shifts to preparing for the State Board
cxams. Through the “project method®
children start taking responsibility for,
and [inding interest in their learning. In
this way we did away with the tradition-
al textbooks.

New Era Secondary School -

Taking fledgling steps towards activity-based learning, an Auroville high school finds the going in the first year
rough but encouraging.

Oncce again there were objections
from the parents. They could not
understand how learning could take
place without these books, Many par-
ents offered to pay for the books,
thinking that we were trying to save
money by not buying them for the
sludents., Some even complamed
they would go to the School Board
authorities to complain, as what we
were doing “was not permissible’.
Fortunately the matriculation system
gives a lot ot freedom to the school to
teach the subjects in the way the
school wants until the 10th grade
level when there is a prescribed cur-
riculum to follow. We did not com-
promise and explained to the parents
the reasons for what we were doing,

The next difficulty came in rela-
tion to crafts. As part of the integrated
learning programme, we introduced
many crafts like carpenfry, clay
work, tailoring, and electrical work.,
Onee again, there was a lot of resis-
tance from the parents. They said that
they had not sent their children to the
school to leamn things like that. Also
the children felt that they had not
come to school to learn manual skills.
Other schools do not do it, so. why
should they have to?

We had also invited the children
to take responsibility for the mainte-
nanee-of the school and purticipate in
the cleaning of the school compound
and watering of the plants and here too
there was a great resistance. Once again
we did not compromise. We discussed
the issues with the parents explaining
why we did this and the positive benefit
of this education for their children.
Slowly the resistance lessened.

About three years ago we identified
certain students who were academically
wealk. We felt they would not have the
capacity to prepare for the matriculation
exam and that we would be forcing them
to learn subjects in which they were not
really interested.
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AUROVILLE FOunDATION

Dr. Karan Singh visits Auroville

The Chairman of the Governing Board of the Auroville Foundation visited Auroville on March 29th and 30th.

finishing a packed two-

day schedule. He had
inaugurated a statue, opened four build-
ings, met with five working groups and
quite a few individuals, and had visited
Future School, the Matrimandir, the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram and the Irumbai
temple. His address to the community at
the Solar Kitchen was the last item on
his agenda.

Dr. Karan Singh had decided on this
visit as he had had to cancel both the
meeting of the Governing Board
planned for February 27th and his atten-
dance at Auroville’s 40th anniversary
celebrations. This visit was an opportu-
nity for a quiet interaction with
Aurovilians and for spending more time
here than would otherwise have been
possible. It served also to prepare him
for the meeting of the Governing Board
called for April 9th in New Delhi.

The first ribbon was cut on March
29th, when he opened the new
Swagatham Guesthouse complex situated
between Bharat Nivas and Atithi Griha guesthouse. He had laid the
foundation stone for this complex in September last year. The speed
with which the work had proceeded was remarkable. “The work
would have been completed but for the sudden rains,” apologized
builder Dhanapal. “We could only complete one of the rooms; the
others will be finished after 2 months.” Praising the work, Dr. Karan
Singh handed him a memorial plaque.

Swagatham Guesthouse has six cottages, each with a living
room, bedroom and attached bathroom. A reception building and
guesthouse kitchen complete the complex, built with a government
grant. “Swagatham is part of the Pavilion of India. Each room will
be furnished in the style of one of the states of India,” explained

am tired!” said Dr.
‘ ‘ Karan Singh on the
evening of March 30th,

Savitri Bhavan’s art gallery with Huta's paintings

A moment of concentration before Sri Aurobincdo’s statue

Aster Patel. The rooms will host members of the Governing Board
and International Advisory Council when they hold meetings in
Auroville, and accommodate visiting scholars and important guests.

The morning of March 30th saw the inauguration of the Sri
Aurobindo statue at Savitri Bhavan which, said Dr. Karan Singh, “is
the gift of the Auroville Foundation to

which doesn’t spoil the architecture of
the place, but that so far none had been
presented.

After visiting the Sri Aurobindo
Ashram and the Irumbai temple, he
addressed the community at the Solar
Kitchen. He congratulated the
Aurovilians on the completion of the
Matrimandir, which, he said, “is
Auroville’s gift to the world.” He called
to mind the donors, the workers, and all
others who have been involved with this
structure, and particularly Roger Anger,
for whom this was his life’s work. “I
have seen the Matrimandir coming up,
literally, from the ground. This magnifi-
cent structure has been built entirely by
the Aurovilians, by your work, dedica-
tion and idealism. All the money has
been raised by the Aurovilians, not a sin-
gle rupee has come from the govern-
ment. It is a great achievement.” He
warned, however, that a structure like
this will draw an increasing number of
visitors, “You can expect a 100,000 peo-
ple a month to visit the Matrimandir,” he
said.

Now that Matrimandir has been
completed, the focus, he said, has to shift to the building of the city.
In this connection he stressed the importance of land acquisition and
proposed that the community expedite the exchange of outlying
areas for city lands. “There are several communities located outside
the city area — maybe the residents can be encouraged to come back

Auroville for its 40th anniversary.” He
also opened the beautiful new wing of
the Savitri Bhavan which houses offices
and the art gallery for the permanent
display of replicas of the paintings of
Huta’s ‘Meditations on Savitri’. “The
originals,” said Shraddhavan, “will be
stored in a specially prepared room in
the Bhavan.”

Next came the inauguration of the
renovated Sri Aurobindo Auditorium at
Bharat Nivas. While reclining in the
comfortable push-back seats, Dr. Karan
Singh gave some suggestions for the
improvement of the stage facilities. The
issue of completing the Bharat Nivas
complex was then discussed with the
Bharat Nivas group.

The final opening was the Auroville
Foundation Bhavan, the Auroville
Foundation’s new office next to the
Town Hall. “After all these years, the
Auroville Foundation has at last moved
into its own building,” said Dr. Karan
Singh.

Inaugurations over, business was
discussed with members of the Working Committee and other
working groups, after which he visited Future School and lunched
with about 50 Aurovilians at the Integral Learning Centre at Vérité.

In the afternoon he visited the Matrimandir. He did not go up to
the Chamber, and commented on the lack of access for handicapped
people. “At present, the only provision for them is to be carried up in
a litter by four people. Many people consider this humiliating and
have no other option than to meditate outside the building,” he said
and expressed disappointment that Auroville has not been in the
frontline of creating access for the handicapped. One of the
Matrimandir executives explained that they are open to any idea

2 Auroville Today May 2008

A view of Swagatham Guesthouse at Bharat Nivas

Lunch at Vérité

into the city by some exchange of land and some incentive; that is up
to the community to decide. But it is in the interest of the communi-
ty that the land is acquired as soon as possible.” And he warned that
the Auroville area will soon come under great pressure and it will
become increasingly difficult to acquire the lands for Auroville.
Dr.-Karan Singh left, he said, happy with days well-spent. So
was the experience of many Aurovilians who were glad that the
Chairman of the Board had spent time in Auroville itself instead of
in meeting rooms. This, they said, should be repeated soon, for there
is much more to be seen and experienced.
Carel




INTERNATIONAL ZONE

Completing Bharat Nivas

With the completion of the Matrimandir the stage is set for the completion of Bharat Nivas, the Pavilion of India

n March 1st, the Auroville Foundation

staff moved into the Auroville

Foundation Bhavan, its new office

nearby the Town Hall. The old admin-

istrative offices at Bharat Nivas, from
where Auroville was administered for more than 25
years, are now empty, awaiting a new future.

Bharat Nivas, the Pavilion of India, has har-
boured almost 40 Auroville units ever since, in
1984, its unfinished structures came into the pos-
session of Auroville. It was the time of the
Auroville Emergency Provisions Act. “Auroville
received a grant of Rs 1 lakh from the Human
Resource Development Ministry to set up a
Centre for Research in Indian Culture,” recalls
Aster. “It was a large a sum for the Auroville of
*84, and we discussed how best to handle it as
many units and working groups in Auroville were
in urgent need of offices.”

Aurofuture, the Development Group, the Entry
Group, the Residents’ Service, the Archives, the
Library and SAIIER were all in need of space. The
library books, stored in cardboard boxes under the
Amphitheatre, were disintegrating due to inflowing
rain water, “We decided that Bharat Nivas should be
opened up to all Auroville,” says Aster. The money
was not only used to start the Centre for Research in
Indian Culture, but also for makeshift arrangements
for many other units. And so the unfinished struc-
tures of Bharat Nivas became the administrative hub
of Auroville’s community life.

With the departure of the Auroville Foundation
offices, most of Bharat Nivas has now become avail-
able to fulfil its true purpose: to be the Pavilion of
India in the International Zone. To assess its impor-
tance, we have to go back to February 1971, when
The Mother initiated the work on two construction
sites: the Matrimandir and Bharat Nivas. “She said
that she wanted the Pavilion to be finished by Sri
Aurobindo’s centenary, in 1972. This calls for a deep
reflection,” says Aster.

In 1970, The Mother explained to Prem Malik
the main purpose of the International Zone: to
demonstrate, at the physical level, the essential unity
that exists behind the diversity which manifests itself
in the world in the form of different cultures. But,

—She-said, this-unity manifests-itself only-at the spiri-. -

tual level. For that reason She stressed the impor-
tance of revealing the spiritual heritage of each coun-
try. In the record of his meeting with The Mother,
Prem wrote that “The Mother made a statement that
this was the reason why She wanted the Indian
Pavilion to be the first to be built, as India was the
one country which had an unbroken spiritual her-
itage and one which could act as an example for the
other pavilions to follow.”

The original design of Bharat Nivas was for an
auditorium, a restaurant, a school of linguistics, a
guest house and pavilions for the different states of

AUROVILLE FOUNDATION

Is the Auroville Foundation
an autonomous body?

A correction and clarification.
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Studying the plans for Bharat Nivas. From left to right: Dhruv, Dr. Karan Singh, Prashant,
Meenakshi, Aster and Divya

India. The Mother wanted the Government of India
to provide the funds for building the Pavilion. A
grant of Rs 90 lakhs was received. Unfortunately,
this money was not used for the purpose for which it
was granted and the buildings that had begun — the
auditorium, the restaurant and three circular state
pavilions — remained unfinished.

“Over the years, various teams of architects
studied how to finish the buildings,” says Aster.
“The original plans of architect Chakrapani had been
badly modified. But as there were no funds and the
spaces were not free, little could be done.”

The situation changed in 1994. With a small
government grant the auditorium was somewhat ren-
ovated. Subsequent grants helped to modify the
restaurant building into an art centre, called Kala
Kendra; to build Atithi Griha, a students’ guest
house; and construct the ground floor of the Sri
Aurobindo World Centre for Human Unity. This
year it became possible to do a first-class renovation
of the Sri Aurobindo auditorium and to build

- Swagatham, a new guest-house with facilities for

visiting scholars and other senior people.

Plans are now in progress to make a Master Plan
for the Bharat Nivas campus in order to integrate all
buildings and create a true campus ‘feel’. Two new
buildings are planned. One is the Tamil Heritage
Centre designed by Auroville architect Poppo. Its
construction will start soon on the site allocated to it
years ago, as funds have meanwhile been allocated.
The second new building is the Centre of Indian
Studies, to be designed by renowned Indian architect
Balkrishna Doshi. Here, preparatory work has start-
ed but the plans are yet to be made. The three unfin-
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Art show in Mumbai

nvited by art patron Ram Piparaiya, Auroville’s five-artist
collective of Henk van Puten, Agnus Gastmans, Anna Maria,

ished circular pavilions will be demolished when the
present occupants have found another location. They
will be replaced by a small open-air amphitheatre.
The former offices of the Auroville Foundation will
be turned into an exhibition space to host a perma-
nent exhibition on India titled ‘The Sense of the
Infinite’. An implementation programme for the next
5 years is being worked out under the guidance of
B.V. Doshi. “Dr. Karan Singh, on his visit to
Auroville on March 30, 2008, discussed the plans
with the Bharat Nivas team,” says Aster. “He said
that this was the first time he sensed the identity of
Bharat Nivas!”

Meanwhile, the purpose of the Pavilion to reveal
the spiritual heritage of India continues to be pursued
by all the activities that are based there. “The Centre
for Indian Studies will continue its frontline compar-
ative research in areas such as philosophy, psycholo-
gy, new dimensions of spirituality and their correla-
tion with the traditional knowledge of India and the
work of Sri Aurobindo,” says Aster. “The seeds of
this work were sown-as early as 1984 when-we start-
ed programmes in all these areas and organised exhi-
bitions, lectures and conferences.”

With the financial support of the Government of
India, Aster is confident that Bharat Nivas will soon
manifest more fully. “The Government has decided
to fulfil its commitment made to The Mother in 1971
to provide the funds for Bharat Nivas,” she says.
“But also the support of the Auroville community is
of the essence. We should all feel the importance of
finishing Bharat Nivas, for it holds the key to the
flowering of the entire International Zone.”

Carel

INDIA

Nele and Hufreesh, presented about fifty paintings and
sculptures at the Indusvista Art Gallery in Mumbai in April.
Dr. Karan Singh, who inaugurated the exhibition, congratu-

n the article “Is the Auroville

Foundation an autonomous body?”

which appeared in the March 2008

issue of Auroville Today, a mistake

was made. The opening quotation
“The Auroville Foundation is, like any gov-
emnment department, subject to all the
norms and regulations applicable to
Government departments and particularly
in relation to the handling of finances,” was
not made by advocate M. Bharathi, as was
stated. It was made by senior advocate Soli
Sorabjee, who summarized the legal opin-
ion of Mr. Bharathi.

The article lacked quotations from Mr.
Bharathi which we give here. Mr. Bharathi
had opined that “the Government’s rights
over the Assets / Properties / Funds of
Auroville are clearly established,” and that
“the funds of the Auroville are Govt. Funds
and all the financial norms that are applica-
ble to Govt. funds are applicable to
Auroville Funds also.” Mr. Bharathi opined
further that “Since the Secretary is the only
appointed Govt. official by Central Govt.,
AG [Accountant General] will rely more
on his version of accounts than from the

Unity Fund executives. The responsibilities
cannot be fixed on the Executives of the
Auroville Unity Fund since they are only
residents of Auroville and sometimes they
are foreigners. The Governing Board can-
not fix responsibilities on them for the laps-
es that may occur in their transactions.
Thus the Governing Board cannot pass a
resolution in nominating two executives of
Auroville Unity Fund, as the co-signatories
to manage the funds of Auroville.” Stating
that the Secretary has to be a compulsory
co-signatory, Mr. Bharathi concluded that
“it is the duty of the two Govt. nominated
Governing Board members [the ex-officio
members from the HRD ministry in the
Governing Board, eds.] to raise this issue
before the Governing Board meeting and
see that the Govt. interest are protected and
the basic tenants of the Govt. financial pru-
dence & procedures are implemented
strictly.”

As stated in the article in the March
2008 issue, Mr. Bharathi’s views were not
shared by Shri Soli Sorabjee, who conclud-
ed that the provisions of the Act guarantee
complete autonomy to the Foundation.

lated the group. As he wrote in the visitors’ book, “I am most
impressed by the talent and creativity of these five Auroville artists.
In very different styles and idiom, they express in an effective man-

ner the inherent creativity in Auroville.”

From left to right: Nele, Hufreesh, Dr. Karan Singh, Agnus
and Henk. Not in picture: Anna Maria.
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Railwzy project
cleare

The Union Ministry has cleared a
railway project along the East
Coast linking Chennai and
Cuddalore via Mamallapuram
and Puducherry. It is proposed
that the Rs.523-crore railway line
will pass through the east side of
Auroville, between Kuilapalayam
and New Creation Corner, with a
station at Kuilapalayam. If all
goes well (especially with land
acquisition) it will be in operation
in another 10 years.

New cashew lease
policy

Land & Resources Management
have decided that around 106
acres of cashew and mango
topes in the city area owned by
Auroville will no longer be leased
out and allowed to be sprayed
with chemical pesticides. The

harvest will be leased to an
Aurovilian and used within
Auroville.

Housing crisis update

- The Housing Service reported

- that the Auroville housing situa-

S
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tion is worse than expected.
There is a great need for new
houses, in particular for new-
comers —an estimated 100 units
a year need to be built to meet
demand, while quite a few
Newcomers do not have the
resources to make a financial

. contribution to their housing

needs. Moreover, many Aurovi-
lians are currently living in hous-

- es that are below acceptable
- standards. Lastly, many existing

houses, built in the past without
advice from architects and engi-
neers, are ageing fast and need
repairs that cannot be met from

‘the present repair budget. A

comprehensive housing data-
base is in preparation and a
seminar will be called to study
the issues.

- The 13th Harmony
. Arts Show

and

Eleven artists — potters, painters
sculptors — represented
Auroville at the prestigious
Harmony Arts exhibition at
Mumbai's Nehru Centre Gallery.
Works of Adil, Agnus, Anamika,
Ange, Chinmayi, Henk, Julietta,
Kratu, Krishnamurthi, Michel and
Pierre Legrand were on display
amidst works of more than 150
other artists.

Herbal medicine
classes at
Pitchandikulam

The Pitchandikulam Bio Resource
Centre offers classes on making
herbal remedies for common ail-
ments from locally available
medicinal plants and common
kitchen ingredients. A herbal dis-
pensary is also functioning at the
Bio-Resource Centre.

Payment by credit
card
The Financial Service now

accepts credit and debit cards
from everybody holding an
account. It also has a debit card
for Aurovilians who like to pay
bills via the internet.

Auroville team wins
Kabaddi championship
The Auroville
Kabbadi @

Club has

won the first

place in the -
Pudiieherry & o>

State Kabbadi tournament held in
April at Madugarai. Thirty-four
teams participated from the State.
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OUTREACH EDUCATION

Udavi - An educational experiment

continued from page 1

We invited these students to follow a different
scheme of education where they could learn things
that they really wanted to learn and also master
some manual skills so that they could prepare them-
selves for their future working life. Six students
joined reluctantly. The parents opposed the scheme
vehemently but accepted only when faced with the
alternative that their children would have to leave
the school as they had been regularly failing to
secure pass-marks in the examinations. However,
these six students found themselves stigmatised in
the school and the other students considered them
dull. They also started to think of themselves as
inferior. This programme had to be dropped under
the cumulative pressure of these attitudes.

It became clear to us that we had to deal with
the attitudes of students who believed that education
is all about passing examinations and ultimately
getting a certificate, which will allow them to take
the next examination, the next certificate, which
will enable you to secure a good job. It has taken us
a long time — and we cannot say that we are fully
successful in our endeavour to change this belief.
We introduced the idea that there is a value in many
things apart from doing well in examinations. The
idea that different students are good at different

Young Odissi dancers performing on Annual day

things like games, athletics, gymnastics, clay, tailor-
ing, or carpentry or that there are students who have
a spirit of adventure or are good in music, dance,
painting or theatre has been fostered in our school
by giving a good amount of time to these activities
and properly honouring the achievements in all
these areas. Slowly the children are experiencing
another meaning of learning and going to school.
They experience learning as joyful and as making
some progress in themselves. They learn the art of
concentration and the need to make an effort and
persevere if they want to progress. They begin to
have a relationship of trust and friendship with their
teachers.

The students understand now that the school is
meant for them and that it is not possible to live and
work here without a basic collective discipline.
What follows from this is that the students now dis-
cipline themselves and there is almost no necessity
for teachers’ supervision. This has come as a great
relief as the school campus is very large and to
supervise every corner of it is next to impossible.

One of the handicaps the village children face is
their lack of exposure to a lot that is going on in the
world. The introduction of DVDs and cable T.V.
has made some difference, yet what they see on the
screen is not part of their life in a living way. Their
attitudes tend to be narrow,
their concerns very limited
and their aspirations, if any,
are determined by the films
— wanting to be a doctor
and help the poor — which
wear off quite soon. We
have used the morning
assembly to introduce
many new types of ideas
and people into their lives.
Interesting  personalities
from the Ashram, Auroville
and Pondicherry have
addressed the students.
People from different cul-
tures have presented special
features of their culture.
Serialized versions of the
Mahabharata, Ramayana,
the Bible and Krishna’s sto-
ries. We have discussed
issues as they come up
either in the village, the
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New Era Secondary School - a review

continued from page 1

In early April, a team of school inspectors visited
NESS to assess the programme, and they left
“highly impressed”.

The move to reinvent itself as NESS was a
bold step for After School. In recent years it had
come to be seen more and more as an outreach
school, with few Aurovilians sending their chil-
dren to attend it. Now all its students come from
the local population in the surrounding villages.

Caught between its aspirations to offer an

" integral education as The Mother wanted, and
the ground reality which demands the security
that certificates offer, the school has been
through much introspection particularly since
the year 2000.

“It has not been easy,” admits Selvaraj who
was responsible for starting the school and manag-
ing it. In the beginning, the school offered the
National Open School programme (NOS), a pro-
gressive self-learning curriculum (promoted by the
Ministry of Human Resource Development of the
Government of India) primarily meant for students
in remote areas with little or no access to schools
and or teachers. Its text books were detailed and
self-explanatory offering scope for deep learning.
However a subject often had as many as four to six
text books each, which overwhelmed not only the
students, but the teachers too.

The situation became complex with students
wanting a quick and fail-safe way to reach their
final goal — a ticket to college. The NOS pro-
gramme had one major strike against it — the pro-
gramme was new and relatively unknown in
Tamil Nadu. “Not all universities recognized it
automatically, so we had to check with the local
colleges if they would accept the NOS certificate,
and when they did not, we had to initiate the rele-
vant paper work,” explains Selvaraj. “There was
also resistance from some of our core teachers
who wanted to shift to the Tamil Nadu State cur-
riculum, which is followed by a majority of
schools in Tamil Nadu, as it was seen as being
easier to teach.”

In the spirit of experimentation, After school
switched over to the State board curriculum. With
its detailed and condensed text books, a sizable
material to learn within a limited time frame, and

an examination system that does not encourage
critical thinking, the programme demanded ‘cram-
ming’ and memorization. The downside was that
now very little learning happened. Selvaraj
explains, “The students were satisfied if they just
managed to pass with a 35%. Of course I was not
happy, but by myself, I could do nothing.”
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It was at this point that Rod Hemsell showed
up. Rod, an early Aurovilian, returned back from
the United States armed with an extensive experi-
ence in education that included starting a K-12
school (kindergarten through high school) in
Colorado with public funding. His first two years
back in Auroville were spent in getting acquainted
with the then educational scenario in the schools.
“I sat in the School Board and SAIIER meetings,
and visited various Auroville schools trying to
understand what was going on,” says Rod. He
finally decided to join After School which wel-
comed him with open arms, and it was Rod who
set the ball of change rolling.

Along with Selvaraj and a team of ten sup-
porting local Aurovilians (many of them After

A clay-modeling session in progress at the Pyramids Arts Centre

A student responds joyously to the music-inspired painting session

country or the world. And students have presented
their work to other students and answered their
questions. We have practiced making their minds
quiet for a progressively longer time. In this way the
morning assembly of about twenty minutes has
been used to enhance their sensibilities.

We also observed that the children were not
eating properly. The lunch they brought was, in
most cases, very meagre and their diet was not bal-
anced. For the last year and a half we have provided

_lunch to the school children. They also receive a

morning snack and an evening snack. We find this a
basic necessity in the context of a poor village like
Edaiyanchavadi.

The effort to bring the educational principles
enunciated by Sri Aurobindo and Mother to the vil-
lage children has been rewarding and fruitful at one
level but frustrating at others. During the first ten
years in school the children begin to flower and
with proper observation and guidance are nurtured
in the direction of their swabhava (their unique
path). But this changes as soon as learning starts for
the State Board exams. Then the students are pres-
sured to learn only a few subjects by rote, to be liter-
ally reproduced at the examination. This precludes
the possibility of experiencing and understanding

School alumni), a new vision and direction for the
school was formulated, and the decision made to
embark as the New Era Secondary School with a
new curriculum.

“We also have the support of people like Heidi
Watts and Frangoise, both professionals in teacher
training, plus the team at New Creation Bilingual
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School (NCBS). NCBS too has in the last year
adopted the new national curriculum for all its class-
es from grades 6 through grade 8 — so the children
will be better prepared when they get here.”

The inspecting team which visited in early
April had only one recommendation for NESS —
to ensure easy library access for the students.
“They were convinced that Auroville has more
than adequate library resources that sufficiently
met their criteria, but the problem is one of access.

“Last School which is located a 100 metres
away is hesitating to share its library because of
bad experiences with After School in the past. So
even though I’ve told them that I will take respon-
sibility and supervise the students myself, bring-
ing a group of not more than ten, for an hour a

this knowledge. It is unfortunate that we have to
subject our students to this.

But our hands are tied as any effort to de-link
ourselves from the State Board examination will
make the school and its programme quite useless in
the minds of the parents and they will remove their
children from the school and put them in some other
school offering certificates of the recognized
boards. The gains of the first ten years still justify
the problem of the ‘exam years’ at the school. It has
been observed by many who visit the school that the
children exhibit openness, have a capacity to think
for themselves, are able to express themselves in
English quite well, and are capable of taking up
responsibilities. All these achievements are quite
unusual for village schoolchildren.

‘We can only hope that the possibilities of a free
progress system of education will be available to
students in India in the near future, and that a united
plea is made to the government to do away with
standardized tests and make the syllabus flexible to
suit the needs of different students.

Sanjeev Aggarwal

This article first appeared in SAIIER 's quarterly
magazine ‘Ritam’

week, they’ve said no. And to set up a library is
expensive and we don’t have the budget for it.

Over the past year, both the Dutch foundation,
Stichting de Zaaier, and the American Foundation
for World Education (FWE) have supported the
NESS experiment with modest grants. The school
also receives a regular Central Fund budget of
Rs.40,000 a month. “However we underestimated
our running expenses so we are 68,000 rupees
short,” says Rod. “This year, we have plans to set
up a science lab and a library, and that will mean
looking for funds again!

“In Auroville, we don’t seem to understand
the economy of scale. We are supporting four high
schools now — an Udavi School, a New Era
School, a Future School, and a Last School, and
spending a lot more money on supplies and teach-
ers than needed. All of us compete for the same
resources and have to duplicate libraries and sci-
ence labs! Can we not do one good quality high
school programme?

“The response from SAIIER to our new pro-
gramme has been ‘we are interested in following
your example, but we are waiting to see what the
outcome is’. But now is the right moment!

In the meantime, the inspectors who came
this year to assess NESS and NCBS — the two
schools in Auroville that have introduced the new
national curriculum — have left with an excellent
impression of the schools. “Those inspectors are
principals of schools in Tamil Nadu who have
had to implement the educational reforms in their
own schools,” says Rod. “After seeing our pro-
grammes, they immediately recognized the pos-
sibility of sending their teachers here for training,
and suggested that we join a coalition of regional
schools so as to have a significant impact on edu-
cational practices in the area!

“The advantages we have in Auroville are
that we are already applying activity-based learn-
ing principles, and because we aren’t habituated
to the traditional methods and bound by conven-
tional norms, we are freer to experiment. Of
course people like Subash and Heidi have been
doing teacher training with activity-based learn-
ing at the primary level. Now it appears we can
help teachers at the upper levels too.”

Priya Sundaravalli
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OUTREACH EDUCATION

Redefining itself: New Creation Bilingual School

More than 200 children ranging in age from 3 to 13, receive academic and vocational education from créche through 8th grade in Tamil and English.

ndré Tardeil had a vision and passion
to create a bridge between Auroville
and the impoverished population of
neighbouring Kuilyapalayam and
other local villages, by providing
opportunities for informal education, training and
earning a living. In the early eighties UFO-shaped
buildings designed by architect André Hababou
came up. They served as a rural training centre,
housing small carpentry and tailoring shops, as well
as the beginnings of school facilities, often all mixed
together. As there was no other school in the neigh-
bourhood, apart from a Panchayat primary school up
to 5th standard, children eagerly came to the new
school. Gradually the “UFOs’ were joined by other
workshops and classroom buildings to create the
well organised lively school campus that it is now.

Beginnings

In the early years several other Aurovilians
joined André Tardeil to provide the basics of an edu-
cation for the village children, but it was only in
1990 that the classrooms and curriculum began to be
consolidated. Invited by André and encouraged by
Auroville’s Sri Aurobindo International Institute for
Educational Research (SAIIER), Roy Wicks, a
retired British police officer, arrived, established
some order, and added the bilingual dimension with
English classes and some teaching in English. He
promoted a more interactive and diversified curricu-
lum than the standard Indian listen-and-repeat
approach, or the alternative, ‘total freedom without
responsibility”.

The mainly untrained Tamil staff worked hard
to assimilate this new philosophy and the strategies
which accompanied it. The new approaches were
introduced at first by educationist Greta Jackson,
also from Britain, who offered a variety of play-way
methods, and then by Heidi Watts, a professor from
Antioch University in the United States. Heidi began

Suryagandhi accepted the challenge and were much
later joined by Dianna, Frangoise, and Franca.

None of these individuals had a clear notion of
what lay ahead, but all consented to give the man-
agement of the school a try, in addition to their regu-
lar commitments in Auroville. Fort-nightly meetings
soon became weekly gatherings. What became
immediately apparent was that the school needed a
principal. Up to this point there had only been ‘direc-
tors’ responsible for the overall running of the school
but never a ‘principal’ responsible for the children,
teachers, and curriculum.

Fortunately, Shankar, who was then teaching at

A typical classroom scene (with two teachers) at the New Creation Bilingual School

coming regularly for a few months each winter to
work with schools and teachers in Auroville, and
was a frequent visitor to the New Creation Bi-lingual
School (NCBS). .

During the early nineties, the first turn towards a
more formal education at NCBS emerged. While
André did not entirely agree with a more structured
approach to schooling, it was generally appreciated
and seen as effective, and fund-raising efforts were
rewarded. Among these were substantial grants
from the European Commission to build vocational
training centres and a computer lab.

“When Roy came the school only went up,”
says Pugazhendi, one of the school’s earliest teach-
ers who continues to be involved. When Roy left for
the UK. in 2001 for medical reasons, the supervi-
sion was taken over by a British couple, Mike and
Sue, both educators, who introduced assessment
techniques and began insisting on prior preparations
for classes and adherence to a curriculum. Their
good work is still apparent in the school. When they
left three years later, there was a leadership vacuum.

The new team

Early in 2005, Heidi and Martin Littlewood of
AVI UK felt that something had to be done about
this lack of effective leadership in NCBS. The gen-
eral discontent among village youth was high and it
seemed that the best help Auroville could offer to the
younger generation of the bioregion was good and
solid education, both academic and vocational.
Martin and Heidi consulted with Sanjeev of SAIIER
and asked some long-term Aurovilians if they were
willing to form a management team or ‘support
group’ for the school. Janet, Mauna, Shankar and

Last School, agreed to take up the position. As a
Kuilyapalam native well known in the villages and
in Auroville, and an experienced teacher with a
Masters Degree in Tamil and second language
teacher training, he seemed tailor-made for the job.

Challenges

And so the real work began. There was consid-
erable resistance to change from the teachers who
had been used to Western leadership and could not
accept that a Tamil principal could do the job. Old
misunderstandings and frictions that had built up
between New Creation’s original initiators and the
past leaders of the school also had to be resolved.
The Support Group had to move slowly. It had con-
versations with the teachers where expectations
were firmly defined, regular attendance supervision
was introduced, as was the school uniform, the latter
done to avoid visual differences in the students’ eco-
nomic status.

As principal, Shankar initiated thrice-weekly
meetings with the teachers, and was present at the
school every day from 8:00 am until 6:00 pm.
Gradually, the Support Group inched forward, bond-
ing as a team. Health professional Suryagandhi, one
of the members of the Support Group says: “In the
beginning I was aftaid to join a group with all these
different nationalities! But Heidi and Sanjeev
encouraged me. ‘Do it for the children’, they said.
Now I can say that I am very happy with the way we
work. Sometimes we don’t agree but we always
come out of it. It naturally happened that each of us
has a specific function in the team. It works!”

That it works is clear from the smooth function-
ing of the school and the visible progress on all

Lunch time at Priyannam, the newly built kitchen and dining room
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fronts, from teacher competence and accountability,
to the enthusiasm and cheer evident in the faces of
the children. After the first year, positive feedback
started coming in from grateful parents who saw that
things were changing through the behaviour of their
children, meetings with teachers in the school, and a
new venture, an active Parent-Teacher Association.
They also appreciated the vocational classes held
weekly in computer use, tailoring and woodwork,
singing, dancing and art, and an everyday sports pro-
gramme. M.J. Kumar, a local entrepreneur and
father of three daughters who study in the school
feels that since Shankar joined as principal, the
school has become more strict, something he is very
happy about. “We can be proud of it,” he says. “I can
see in the way my daughters now prepare for the
school day, and want to do their homework that it
has become real for them. Before, school was about
eating and playing, now it is also about learning.” He
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To overcome its financial handicap, NCBS has
for past three years, been regularly publishing a
quarterly newsletter reaching out to potential donors
in Auroville, India and abroad. In it, appeals for
funds to support specific projects are made.
Response has been forthcoming, as in the case of
Priyannam, the newly inaugurated school kitchen
that doubles as a dining hall funded by a well-wish-
er. The same donor has also offered seed money for
the construction of climate-appropriate school build-
ings over the next five years (to replace the not-so-
ideal ‘UFQ’ classrooms).

A unique experiment

Encouraged from various sides and in collab-
oration with SAIIER, last year, the school has
started the process towards accreditation by
India’s Central Board of Secondary Education
(CBSE). In early April, the first official school
inspections have been fulfilled satisfactorily.

Slowly the uniqueness of the NCBS experi-
ment in integral education for village children,
based on the principles of Sri Aurobindo and The
Mother, is beginning to be noticed. Because here
is an environment where the concept of “human
unity’ is a direct and natural experience lived
through the mix of Eastern-Western team of
teachers, volunteers and trainers. The open
curiosity and freshness of the students them-
selves is another of the school’s precious assets.

Says Shankar, the principal, “These last three
years have been a true challenge for us all, but we
are moving ahead and the evidence of this is all
around us especially in the children’s smiling
faces. The encouragement and trust expressed by
the parents, and the fact that they don’t transfer
their children to other schools any more, speaks
for itself. We now have a caring, qualified and a
committed team of 17 Aurovilians, 7 Newcomers
and 16 employees, of whom six have degrees in
education and five have teaching diplomas. The
fact that western Aurovilians and Newcomers are
now joining the school’s staff, and that forty of
our children will participate in Auroville’s
Nature Camp this summer are also promising
indicators.

says that his youngest daughter, now in upper —_ “Our 200 children henefit immensely from

Kindergarten, is doing much better than her elder
sibling. “She’s 100% Kindergarten. But the older
one who is now in 4th standard, missed this serious
basic training in Kindergarten and I can see that she
lacks something.”

Another parent, Mercy, wife of a labourer and
mother of three children, expresses her satisfaction
with the current education the school offers, the
child care, and the nutrition provided for the chil-
dren. “I’'m somewhat educated myself,” she says,
“but can’t express myself in English while my
children can. They correct my pronunciation, and
this is very good as English is the common lan-
guage all over the world. My son tells me every-
thing he learned at school that day!

“Also in our homes, we beat
our children when they do
something wrong, but at the
school the teachers talk with
them and find a solution. This I
like very much.” Mercy also
appreciates the special tutoring
sessions that the school offers
which her second child benefits
from, as well as the field trips
organized within and outside
Auroville. “T'm grateful for all
this.”

A major challenge for the
school continues to be finances.
NCBS has no regular income
and opens its doors to children
of the lowest income groups
without charging any fees. “We
function separately from the
French-oriented Free Progress
Child Development Centre
elsewhere in the New Creation
settlement,” says  Support
Group member Janet. “A common misconception is
that we are the same as André’s créche, and are
therefore benefiting from the donations it receives.”

While basic expenses, such as most teacher and
staff salaries, maintenances, nutrition expenses, and
some essential equipment and repairs come out of
Auroville’s Central Fund via SAIIER, the Support
Groups says that it is “insufficient to run the school
properly”. And contrary to the general assumption,
the school also does not receive any money from
New Creation’s taxi service or its restaurants. “Quite
naturally people think that some of this income is
channelled into the school. But this is not and has
never been the case.”

the increased self-esteem and enthusiasm of the
teachers. With malnutrition, disease, domestic
violence and general neglect still occurring in our
area, some of the children suffer from traumas
that are not being addressed, and that translates to
a fairly large percentage of our students having
some learning disability.

“But through their work with trainers, all our
teachers have now discovered that ‘slow learn-
ers’ or ‘dull’ kids may not be ‘slow’ or ‘dull’ at
all — they may just need another approach to open
up. In the last six months, the school was able to
get the services of a ‘special needs’ team that
works therapeutically with these children. There
is no greater joy in the school than when a small
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Members of the Support Group: Frangoise, Suryagandhi,
Franca, Shankar, Mauna, and Janet Not in photo: Dianna.

child in Kindergarten, who never spoke or
laughed, suddenly opens up and communicates!”

During a recent group interaction amongst
the NCBS team, the members of the Support
Group were deeply touched when a teacher
spoke of her experience. “In the beginning we
did not like it when you asked us to prepare the
classes better, work on ourselves a bit, and so on.
But now I understand that you have been stimu-
lating us in the same way that we now stimulate
our children!”

Shankar responds, “And this seems a good
enough beginning of integral education to me.”
The NCBS Support Gmtg
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