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Featured in this issue is Sylvia Ashton-Warner's 1968 teaching memoir
Teacher - a book that is now standard fare on educator bookshelves.
What sets Teacher apart from most pedagogical tomes is that it is so
eminently readable. No jargon, all heart - every bit as original and
fearless as its author. Even her worst critics could not dispute Ashton-
Warner's passion and creativity as a teacher. Or the fact that she
instinctively brought to her classroom something has since become
‘common sense” in teaching methodology (if not in practice): observation,
meticulous documentation, diagnosing the need of the individual, and
improvising to find the solution most relevant to a child. She remains a
beacon of hope for the unjaded teacher.

Also in this issue, a line-up of Mindfields people: Shaheen Mistri talking
about the inspiration behind Teach for India and Akanksha, ex-Motorola
exec Dhananjay Joshi on what its like to give up a corporate career 1o
teach highschool Math; author Mridula Koshy shares firsthand
experiences in how to start talking to young ones abour sexual abuse;
scientist-toymaker-educator Arvind Gupta explains why learning oughi
fo be open source; international best selling author Carl Honoré writes
on the virtues of slowness in a world obsessed with speed...

P ik &

Amruta Patil Luke Haokip
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Mindfields aims at making the realm of
learming accessible-to everyone. Every
quarter, we bring you ideas and original
“writing from the world over, in a format
that is as compelfing as it is colourful and
easy 1o understand, '

For only Rs 200; you can geta | year
subscription and become a supporter of

— Mindfields. If you like what you read, why
_not gift a subscription to a friend!
You can also subscribe online at:
—www.mindfields.in

YES! PLEASE START MY SUBSCRIPTION TO MINDFIELDS FOR THE TERM INDICATED BELOW. (To subscribe online go to www.mindfields.in)
[ SUGGESTED CONTRIBUTION FOR 1 YEAR (4 ISSUES): RS 200  [_] SUGGESTED CONTRIBUTION FOR | YEAR (8 ISSUES): RS 400

[] SUGGESTED CONTRIBUTION FOR 1 YEAR OVERSEAS SUBSCRIPTION™ (4 1SSUES): $ 20

NAME: (MR./MS.)
ADDRESS: [ HOME [ OFFICE

POSTAL CODE TELEPHONE (LANDLINE):
(MOBILE): EMAIL
PAYMENT DETAILS: (] cHEQUE (] DEMAND DRAFT NUMBER: DATED IN FAYOUR OF:

IDISCOVERT EDUCATION PVT. LTD. HDFC BANK AC NO. 05728 64000 0212. Please deposil in ony HDFC BANK branch anywhere in India and send us this form
with the following details: City/Town, Stote, and HDFC Branch where cheque,/DD was deposited
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HAVE A MINDFELDS STORY TO SHARE?

® Do you know a person whose work in the realm of education merits
celebration?
® Do you know a school that fosters individual thinking, that is unafraid of taking
the less beaten path?
® Do you know a teacher whose work and spirit make for sparkling classroom
interactions!
®  Are you a creative individual — scientist, histarian, artist, poet, musician, writer -
who knows how to cut through the jargon and talk about your work to lay
| people?
® [o you have an anecdote about an insightful, heartwarming interaction with a
‘ student or child?

If the answer to any of these questions is 'yes' — do write to us
‘ at editor@mindfields.in

We would be happy to have your suggestions and contributions translate
into interviews, features, comic strips in our future issues.

Contributors will receive a honorarium and a free
yearlong subscription to Mindfields.
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life with its lid off

THE PASSIONATE TEACHING LIFE OF SYLVIA ASHTON-WARNER

“I like the lid off. T like seeing what's there. I like unpredictability...evervthing life is,
uncovered. I hate covers of any kind. I like the true form of living, even in school, I'm in

love with the organic shape.” — Svivia Ashton-Warner

at andd lllustrator; Scodio Limbilical riter, poet and educator, Sylvia Ashton-Warner (1908-1984) was
Wont of New Zealand’s most colourful literary figures. Her

(6 MINDFIELDS THIRD QUAKTER 2049

childhood was spent in poverty; her father, disabled, in wheelchair
or bed; her mother, while bearing nine children, taught at an endless
succession of schools. It was a united family, sharing hardships and
domestic chores. Though Ashton-Warner's larger love was painting, writing
and the arts, she saw it as destiny that her life be one of a teacher.

Im 1932, she married Keith Henderson, also a student at the Teachers’

Training College she went to. The couple {ook on various assignments in

two-teacher schools in remote paris of New Zealand. This move was
generally considered quite undesirable professionally: unrewarding and
involving a high degree of isolation. In choosing this path, Ashton-Warner
may have been seeking to regain the rural freedom she enjoyed as a child,
or perhaps enjoyed a romantic image of hersell working tirelessly at the
frontier of civilization. She mentions Tolstoy's school and A.5. Neill's
school as influencing her vision of education. Other influences include
Dr.Erich Fromm, Bertrand Russell, Rousseau (prime mover of many an
educational innovater| and, of course, Freud and the psychiatrists, (the
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theary of the unconscious lay
behind nearly all progressive
thought in the inler-war years).

In 1938, Ashton-Warner had a
nervous breakdown: an event
that fed to her meeting Dr.
Donald Allen, the neurologist
who encouraged her to write as a
furm of therapy, Apart from her
teaching-related writing: Ashton-
Warner produced several novels
(ol which ‘Spinster’ [1958) was
made into a film starring Shirley
Maclaine). However, her muosi
acclaimed works remain the
classroom memaoir ‘Teacher'
(1963) and her autobiography ‘I
Passed this Way' (1979), It was
Dr, Allen, too, who introduced
Ashton-Warner to the idea that
there were two opposing forces
continually at work in the world
— survival of the individual and
survival of the species. Ashton-
Warner relabeled these lorces
Tear” and 'sex’,and the concept
was to be crucial in the
development of her ideas about
organic teaching and key
vocabulary,

It was in the Maari village
schools that Ashton-Warner
evolved her stimulating, often
pioneering, teaching technigues.
Her commitment was Lo
releasing native imagery and
using it for working material’
antd she was of the firm view that
communication must produce
mutual response in order o
effevt a lasting change, She
found the standard-issue infant
reading books, with their piciure-
perfect white children, sailboats
and manicured lawns, (oo far-
removed from the reality of the
brown children in her class, The
Maoris were a passionale, highly
social people who came from a
past that was as |cgend
dominated as it was violent, Ii
was Sylvia Ashton-Warner's
belief that it was the children's

E MINDFIELDS THIRD QUSRTER 204

It was in the Maori village

schools that Ashton-Worner
evolved her stimolafing,
often pioneering, teaching

_ fﬁimiquas She was af the:

Sylvia sitting al her typewriter

personal storics that would
provide them with the impetus to
read. Slowly, there gathered
stories aboutl the Maori children's
waorld. Drunken fathers and
loving muothers; stillborn haby
brothers and gregarious tribal
gatherings at the pa. Ashton-
Warner used these as foundation
for special primer books she
crealed For the Maori
children,each copy painstakingly
typed, hand-coloured and bound.

However, she was never without
her share of critics — as much for
her experimental classroom
methodology as for her
unconventional, volatile

personality. Detractors drew
attention to Ashion-Warner's
absences from school and
excessive reliance on trainee
teachers, her emotional
breakdowns, her unpredictable
artistic temperament (lore has it
that she was once found dancing
naked in the moonlight), her
dependence on alcohol in later
lite, and what they felt was an
unwarranted persecution complex
against the ‘system

Her book "Teacher’ is passionate
and chaotic, as must have been
Ashton-Warner's classroom. Even
her casual comments go to the
heart of things. For example,
when she advocates the children
using blackboards and chalk,
their pictures and scribbles noy
made to last, she also deplores
the hoarding of muses of
carclully prepared classroom
material, suggests scrapping the
lot and stating anew. Learning to
live is more important than
acquiring knowledge, Indeed,
Ashton-Warner saw no divide
between Sylvia in the classroom
and Sylvia in her private space.
For her, it was a seamless part of
the whole that was life. And she
was determined to live
passionately, no mater where or
what. "Not just part of us
becomes a teacher™ she wrote in
"Mysell” *(Teaching) engages the
whole self — the woman, man,
wife or hushand, mother or
father, the lover. the scholar or
artist...a worthwhile teacher is
[one that) blooms from the
worthwhile person.”

“It is the contradictions in Sylvia
Ashton -Warner's nature that
puzzle and fascinate” observed
her biographer, Lynley Hood.
“How could such a scll-absorbed
woman develop a teaching
method that so radiates
understanding for children! For
that matter, how could anvone

MWW MINDFIELDS. IN



who claimed she never wanted 1o
be a teacher, that she hated
teaching and was never any good
a1 il, make any worthwhile
contribution to education at all!
Let alone write a book hailed as
pne of the great educational
works of the century.”

Upon ils release in New

Zealand, Teacher” was received
with skepticism because of
Ashton-Warner's hitter ¢laims of
heing persecuted by local
Education Department officials.
“We had our grading this week.
The men were well-marked...us
usual 1 was very low. Maybe it is
a distinction of some kind to be
unacceptable in New Zealand
teaching. [ walk alone. (People
like me are) "rogues”, the term
critliques give to people they
cannot classify” wroie a hitter
Ashton-Warmner in "Teacher® afier
being slighted hy inspectors
grading her performance as a
teacher. Howewver, proponents ol
alternative education in ather
parts of the world, particularly
the USA, saw the hook as
humane and crealive, and its
author as being a heroine, a
ficreely original and
misunderstood creative person in
a field dominated by fusty
academics.

Ashlon-Warner's observations
abour life and learning were
maile with trademark honesty
and a straightforward style that
was uncluttered by the
pretensions of academia. Indeed,
she strongly disliked the
language of late twenticth-
century educational writing -
“verbose manhandling” she
relerred to it - and she worried
about her own work falling “into
the jaws of academic analysis in
the unintelligible multisyllabic
Jargon” ("l Passed this Way']. Her
own teaching-related writing is
marked by refreshing simplicity

Wl MENDFELDS. I

_than o passive receiver of
restribed orthodoxy.”

Sylvia and her husband, Keith Henderson, ca 1932

and candour. 1t is half process

journal, half memoir, made up of

fragmented and deeply personal
musings on life, art and
sociology. Nothing was too facile
to be recorded, emotions were
not deemed un-academic, and
she was quick to admit to
mistakes and make amends in her
method. Ashton-Warner was
determined (o draw upon her
own ohservations and local
context to form the body and
bones of her teaching.

Ashton-Wamer was a feminist
voice ahead of her time;female
thinkers and writers in the ficld
ol education were few in her day.
Educators today sce her major
accomplishment as being that of
working with children who are
socially disadvantaged or [rom
vthnic minorities. Her findings,
for example, are strikingly
relevant while teaching non-

English-speaking students. Also
noteworthy is her development of
educational theory from
cxperience. The vision of a
'[Eﬂfhﬂ'l' A% dn avlor on 1|'|E
educational stage, as a creator of
new ideas, rather than a passive
receiver of prescribed orthodoxy,
“I'am,” Ashton-Warner once
declared, "my own university.”

VOLCAND WITH TWO VENTS

Sylvia Ashton-Warner believed
that she had discovered a methad
ol teaching that could make
human beings naturally and
spontaneously peaceable.
Aggressiveness, an "instinet”
without which wars could not
arise or be conducted, is the
name we give to mental or
emotional reactions caused by
the rusiration of the child’s
inherited drives: self-preservation
and sexual gratification.
Educalion, in the form that is
normally practised throughout
the world, ignores these main
interests. By recognizing [even
welcoming] their presence in a
child, Ashton-Warner tried to lay
the foundaiion ol what she called
an "organic” method of teaching,

This organic teaching allowed

expression of both these drives,
and moulded them into patterns
of constructive delight, “1 see the
mind of the 5-year-old as a
volcano with two vents:
destructivencss and creativeness”
wrote Ashton-Warner. To create
is 1o construct, and to construct
cooperatively is to lay the
foundations of a peaceful
community. As a prognosis of
social ills, this notion is not new.
Bul how does one begin fo cure
this universal neurosis? Tn Sylvia
Ashton-Warner's words: Begin in
the infant room.=

#0085 THIRD QUARTER MINDFIELDS 09



WORLDLYWISE

ORGANIC READING IS NOT NEW

AN EXCERPT FROM SYLVIA ASHTON-WARNER'S MEMOIR, 'TEACHER'

TEACHER
by Sylvia Ashton-Warner
Publisher: Touchstone
| ISBN: DBT1617680

rganic reading is not new,

The Egyptian hieroglyphics

were one-word sentences,
Helen Keller's first word, "water™,
was 4 one-word book. Tolstoy
found his way to it in his peasant
school, while, out in the field of
UNESCO today, it s used
auntomatically as the only
reasonable way of introducing
reading to primitive people: in a
famine area the teachers wouldn't
think of beginning with any words
other than "crop”, "soil”, "hunger”,
"manure” and the like,

Mot that organic reading is
exclusively necessary to the
illiterate of a primitive race. True, it
is indispensable in conducting a
young child from one culture Lo
another, especially in New Zealand
where the Maori is obliged to make
the transition at so tender an age;
but actually it is universal. Firsi
words are diflerent from first
drawings only in medium, and firs
drawings vary {rom country to
country. ln New Zealand a boy's
first drawing is anything that is
mohile; trucks, Lrains and planes, if
he lives in a populated area, and il
he doesn't, it's horses, New Zealand
girls, however, draw houses first
wherever they live. T once made a
set of first readers on these two
themes. But Tongan children’s first
drawings are of trees, Samoan five-
year-olds draw churches and
Chinese draw Bowers. What a
fascinating story this makes!

10V MINDFIELDS [HIRD QUAATER 2049

How can anyone begin any child
on any arranged book, however
good the book, when you know
this? And how good is any child’s
book, anyway, compared with the
ones they wrile themselves? OF
course, as I'm always saying, ils
not the only reading; it's no more
than the first reading.

The bridge. I1"s the bridge from the
knowr 1o the unknown; from a
native culture to a new; and,
universally speaking, from the
inner man out,

Organic reading is not new: first
words have ever meant first wants,
"Before a nation can be formed,”
says Voltaire, it is necessary that
some language should be
established. People must doubtless
have begun by sounds, which must
have expressed their first wanis.
dioms in the first state must have
consisted of monosyilables...

In July 1857, Tolstoy wrote in his
diary; "...and the most important of
all: clearly and lorcibly the thought
came to me to open a school for the
entire county.”

Only two vears later, in the fall of
1854, he came close to realizing his
dreams. With the same passion with
which he did everything, he gave
himself 1o teaching. Almost to the
exclusion of all other interests, he
gave Lhree years of his life to the
peasant children. His work had
nothing in common with the
standard, well-regulated school
systems. Tolstoy wrote thal he had
a passionate aflfection for his
school. Under his guidance other
voung people who helped him in
his work developed a similar
"passionate affection.”

As usual he began by discarding all
existing traditions and by refusing
to follow any method of lcaching
already in use. First he must fathom
the mind of the peasant child, and
by doing away with punishments,
let his pupils teach him the art of
teaching. In his school his pupils
were free to choose their own
subjects, and to take as much work
as they desired. The teacher
considered i1 his dury 1o assist the
children in their search for
knowledge by adjusting his method
of approach to the individual child,
and by finding the best way of
proffering assistance in each case.

These free Tolstoy schools, without
programmes, wilthoul punishments,
without rules, without forcing the
will of a child, were remarkably
suceessful. The children spent entire
days at their studies and were
reluctant to leave the schoolhouse.
And one of the international
volunteers in Kabylia in the
mountains of Algeria writes:
"About twenty children were sitting
in front ol the teacher under an ash
tree and reading in chorus the
name of their village which she had
written on a big sheet of paper.
They were enormously proud; time
and time again they read us the
word.”

"But the next evening three of the
adults came to ask us to teach them
to write their names.”

"Why do you want to write your
name?’

"One of them explained: To sign at
the Post Office. If | can sign my
name to collect a registercd letler |
shall not need to pay the
wilnesses.”™ "And do you often get
letters like that?”™ "Sometimes. From

W MINDFIELDEAN



my son in France.’

"We wenl steadily on; but in the
evening, instead of resting under
the mosquito net, we were all
caughl up in the fever of
fundamental education.”

Organic reading for beginners is
not new; it's our rejection of it
that™s new,

THE KEY VOCABLILARY

The method of teaching any subject
in a1 Maor infant room may hie seen
as a plank in a bridge from one
culture to another, and to the
exlend that this bridge is
strengihened may a Maori in laler
life succeed,

This transition made by Maori
children is often unsuccessful. At a
tender age a wrench occurs [rom
one culture to another, from which,
cither manifestly or subconsciously,
not all recover. And 1 think thal
this circumstance has some little
braring on the number of Maoris
who, although well educated, seem
neurotic, and on the number who
retreatl ta the .

Another more obvious cause of the
social failure of Maoris is the delay
in the infant room, Owing to this
delay, which is due 1o language as
well as 1o the imposition ol a
culture, many children arrive at the
secondary school stage too old to
fit in with the European group and
they lose heart to continue, From
here, being too young and unskilled
to do a competent job, some fall in
and owt of trouble, become failures
by European standards, and by the
time they have grown up have lost
the last and most precious of their
inheritances--their social stability.

With this in mind, therelore, 1 see
any subject whatever in a Maori
inlani room as-a plank in the
bridge from the Maori 1o the
Furopean. In particular, reading.

WA MINDRELDS.IN
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 Orgonic reading is not new:

first wards have ever meant
st wanfs. "Before a nafion

~conhe formed,"says

Vol "t ecesory o

 some language should be

—established. Paople must

— doubtiess have begun by

 sounds, which must have

— expressed their first wonts. ...

Idioms in the first state must
hove consisted of

— monosylables. .

So, in preparing reading for a
Maori infant room, a teacher tries
1o bridge the division between the
races and fo jettison the excess
rme.

Children have two visions, the
innerand the outer. 00 the two the
inner vision is brighter. [ hear that
in other infant rooms widespread
illustration is used 1o introduce the
reading vocabulary to a five-year-
old, # vocabulary chosen by adult

educationists, | use pictures, too, to
introduce the reading vocabulary,
but they are pictures of the inner
vision and the children choose the
captions themselves. True, the
picture of the outer, aduli-chosen
pictures can be meaningful and
delightful 1o children; but it is the
captions of the mind pictures that
have the power and the light. For
where as the illusirtions perceived
by the cuter eye cannot be ather
than interesting, the illustrations
seen by the inner eye are organic,
and it is the captioning of these
thal T call the "Key Vocabulary,”

ISIMATATHOM

| see the mind of a five-year-old as
a volcano with two venls,
destructiveness and creativeness.
And 1 see that to the extent that we
witlen the creative channel, we
atrophy the destructive one. And it
seems to me that since these words
of the key vocabulary are no less
than the captions of the dynamic
life itself, they course out through
the creative channel, making their
contribution to the drying up of the
destructive vent. From all of which
| am constrained to see it as
creative reading and to count it
among the arts.

First words must mean something
to a child.

First words must have intense
meaning for a child, They must be
pari of his being.

How much hangs on the love of
reading, the instinctive inclination
to hold a book! Instinctive. That's
what it must be, The reaching out
for a book needs to become an
arganic action, which can happen
at this yet formative age. Pleasant
words won't do. Respectable words
won't do. They must be words
organically tied up, organically
born from the dynamic life itself.
They must be words thal are
already part of the child’s being. "A
child,” reads a recent publication
on the approach of the American

2003 THIRD (HIAATER MINDRELDS 11
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books, "can be led (o feel that Janet
and John are friends.” Can be led (o
feel. Why lead him to feel or try to
lead him to feel that these strangers
are friends? What abour the
passionate feeling he has already
for his own friends? To me it is
inorganic to overlook this step. To
me it is an olfence against art. [ see
it as an interruption in the natural
expansion of Hfe of which Lrich
Fromm speaks. How would New
ZFealand children get on il all their
reading material were built from
the life of African blacks? It's little
enough to ask that a Maori child
should begin his reading from a
hook of his own color and culture,
This is the formartive age where
habits are born and established, An
aversion to the written word is a
habil 1 have seen born under my
own eyes in my own infant room
07 0Ccasion.

Back to these lirst words, To these
first hooks. They must be made oul
ol the stuff of the child itself. |
reach a hand inlo the mind of the
child, bring out a handful of the
stuff I find there, and use that as
our first working material. Whether
it is good or had stuff, violent or
placid stull, colored or dun. To
effect an unbroken beginning. And
in this dynamic material within the
familiarity and security of it, the
Maori finds that words have intense
meaning to him, from which
cannot help but arise a love of
reading. For it's here, right in this
first word, that the love of reading
is born, and the longer his reading
is organic the stronger it becomes,
until by the time he arrives at the
bhooks of the new culture, he
receives them as another joy rather
than as labor. | know all this
hecause 1've done i

First words must have an intense
meaning.

First words must be already part of
the dynamic life,

First books must he made of the

12 MINDFIELDS THIRD (JUARTER 2009

stuff of the child himself,
whatever and wherever the child.

The words, which [ wriie on large
lough cards and give to the
children (o read, prove to be one-
look words if they are accurately
enough chosen, And they are plain
enough in conversation. It's the
conversation that has 1o be gol.
However, if it can't be, [ find that
whatever a child chooses to make
in the creative period may guite
likely be such a word. But if the
vocabulary of a child is still
inaccessible, one can always begin
him on the general Key Vocabulary,
common to any child in any race, a
sel of words bound up with security
that experimenis, and later on their
creative writing, show to be
organically associated with the
inner world: "Mummy,” "Daddy,"
"kiss,” “frightened,” "ghost.”

“Mohi,” 1 ask a new five, an
undisciplined Maori, ‘what word do
you want!”

"let!”

| see the mind of o five-year-
old os o voleono with two
venfs, destructiveness and
creativeness. And | see thal
fo the extent that we widen
the craative channel we
—airophy the destructive one.
And it seems To me that since
these words of the key
vocabulary are no less than
the captions of the dynamic
life itself. they course out
through the creative channel,
making their contribution to
the drying up of the
—destrucfive vent.

| smile and write it on a strong
little card and give it to him. "Wha
is it again?”

"Jet!”

"You can bring it back in the
morning. What do you want Gay?”
Gay is the classic over-disciplined,
bullicd victim of the respectable
mother.

"House,” she whispers. So | write
that (oo, and give it into her eager
hand.

"What do you want Seven?” Seven
is a vielent Maori.

"Bomb! Bomb! | want bomb!”

S0 Seven gets his word "homb” and
challenges anyone to take it from
him.

And so on through the rest of them,
They ask for a new word cach
morning and never have | 1o repeat
to them what it is. And i you saw
the condition of these tough little
cards the next moming vou'd know
why they need 1o be of tough
cardboard or heavy drawing paper
rather than thin paper.

When each has the nucleus of 4
reading vocabulary and I know
they are at peace with me [ show
them the word "frightened” and at
once all together they burst out
with what they are frightened ol
Nearly all the Maoris say "the
ghost!”, 4 malter which has a racial
and cultural origin, while the
Europrans name some animal they
have never seen, “liger” or
"alligator” using it symbolically lor
the unmamable lear that we all
have,

"l not frightened of anything!”
shouts my future murderer, Seven.
"Aren't you?”

"MNao, | stick my knife into it all!®
"What will you stick your knife
into?”

"I stick my knife into the tigers!”
Dennis is a victim ol a respectable,
money-making, well-dressed
maother whao thrashes him, and at
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five he has already had his first
nervous breakdown. "U'm not
frightened of anything!” he cries,
"Is Dennis afraid of anything?™ 1
asked his young pretty mother in
her hig car,

"Dennis? He won't even let the
chickens come near him.”

"Did you have a dream?” [ asked
Dennis after his allernoon rest.
Yes | did.”

"Well then .where's some chalk
and a blackbeard?™

Later, when [ walked that way there
was a dreadful brown ghost with
purple eyes facing a red alligator
on a roadway. T know T have failed
with Dennis. I've never had his fear
waords. His mother has defeated me.
During the morning output period--
when everyone else is painting,
claying, dancing, quarrelling,
singing, drawing, talking, writing
or building - Dennis is picking up
my things from the Noor and
straightening the mats, and the
picture 1 have of his life waiting for
him, another neurotic, pursuecd hy
the fear unnamable, is not one of
combor.

But I have some dirty, thoroughly
spoill children next door who are
never held up with fear. Their Key
Vocahulary runs from "Daddy™ and
“kiss” through words like "ruck,”
“hill” and "Mummy™ to "love™ and
"train”, How glorious are the dirty
spoilt children.

Outl press these words, grouping
themselves in their own wild order.
All boys wanting words of
locomotion - aeroplane, traclor, jet
-and the girls the words of
domesticity - house, Mummy, doll.
Then the fear words - ghost, 1iger,
skellington, alligator, bulldog, wild
piggy, police. The sex words - kiss,
love, touch, haka [Maori war
dance). The key words carrying
their own illustrations in the mind.
vivid and powerful pictures which
none of us could possibly draw for
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First words must have on
intense meaning. First words

must be already part of the
dynamic life,

First books must be made of
the stuff of the child

himself...

..The key words carrying
their own illusirations in the
mind, vivid and powerful
pictures which none of us
could possibly draw for them,
since we can't see them. ..

them, since in the first place we
can't see them, and in the second,
because they are so alive with an
organic life that the external
pictorial representation of them is
beyond the frontier of possibility.
We can do no more than supply the
captions.

Gul push these words. The tendency
is for them together force once the
fears are-said, but there are so
many variations on character. Bven
maore 50 in this span of life where
personality has not yet been
molded into the general New
Zealand pattern by the one imposed

vocabulary for all. They are more
than captions. They are even more
than sentences. They are whole
stories at times. They are actually
schematic drawing. | know because
they 1ell them to me,

Dut now these captions. It's a
lovely Nowing. 1 see the creative

channel swelling and undulating

like an artery with blood pumping
through. And as il sctiles, just like
any other organic arrangement of
nature, it spreads out into a
harmonious pattern; the fear words
dominating the design, a few sex
words, the person interest, and the
temper of the century. Daddy,
Mummy, ghost, bomb, kiss,
brothers, butcher knife, gaol, lave,
dance, cry; fight, hat, bulldog,
touch, wild piggy - if you were a
child, which vocabulary would you
prefer? Your own or the one at
present in the New Zealand infant
rooms? Come John come, Look
John look. Come and look. See
boats? The vocabulary of the
English upper middle-class, two-
dimensional and respectable?

Out pelt these captions, these one-
word accounts of the pictures
within. Is it art? Is it creation? Is it
reading? | know that it is integral.
It is organic. And it is the most
vital and the most sure reading
vocabulary a child can build. 11 is
the key that unlocks the mind and
releases the tongue. 11 is the key
that opens the door upon a love of
reading. 11 is the organic
foundation of a lifetime ol books. T
is the key that | use daily with my
fives, along with the clay and the
paint, and amid the singing and
quarrelling.

It is the key whose turning
preserves intact for a little longer
the true personality. [t is the Key
Vocabulary, =
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EDUCATOR

“School Principals

have been demi-gods for too long”

Abha Adams has been in television, radio, theatre and the performing arts. She
has been a teacher, a columnist with a leading national newspaper, the director
of The Shri Ram School and Step by Step Academy, and an educational
consultant. She talks to Rima Chibb about teachers, principals, learning, and

how she manages fo get so much done in one lifetime.

Ad: T wouldn't be able to make the
contribution that T hope I'm making,
if 1 hadnt had those varied
cxperiences. Just yesterday the
Principal of a school came to see me,
I was taking her around the school
and she said, “You know, you're
nothing like whal 1 expected you to
be!" She had imagined that my hair
would be the “tyranny of the grey’
and [ would have it in a top knot.
That's a stereotype of a school
principal or a headmistress...you
can't laugh and you can’l joke and
you can't be energetic,

| started life as a lecturer in English.
In my core, I'm an educator. | think

all educators have two
characteristics. One, they enjoy
learning. Il you don't enjoy
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learning, then you're not going to
enjoy the teaching-learning
experience.., and you're not going lo
enjoy being with other people who
are learning.

The other thing that [ think
educators share is thal they love
communication and they love
people. IF you don't enjoy people of
different shapes, sizes and ages, and
if you don't like communication,
then you're not an educator. Now, |
will happily admit | don't have a
B.Ed. I've come across so many
teachers who siring on B. Eds, but
can't get on with children. They
know a lot; they have fabulous first-
class Honors Degrees and Gold
Medals, but the subject doesn't
ignile.

The magical part of teaching and
learning is what happens in that
moment  when  transfer of
information or knowledge, or an
exchange of ideas takes place

between teacher and child, And that
doesn't depend on a B.Ed. or an
M.Ed. I might get shot for saying
this bul I've never helieved that
good teachers arc those that
necessarily come out of schools of
education. So yes, [ was involved
with a whole deal of other things.
When 1 finally ended up in school, 1
couldn't handle the attitude of well-
entrenched senior teachers who
would say, “No, can't do.” | would
say, 'Why not? Have you tried it?’
There is so much resistance to any
kind of newness!

What theatre gives you, whai
working in the media has given me
are new experiences. The ability to
tackle new experiences whether
you're interviewing somebody,
shooting, or broadcasting from an
0B van,

I was just very lucky to have come
back to education via these

journeys!
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AA: First, a school has to articulate
what il means by genuine loiming.
| have artempted to define it as a
pracess which helps a child think
independently and creatively, helps
him or her analyze. Most schools
only pay lip service to such
definitions. Take an advertisemend
for any school and if you don't find
the words ‘problem
solving”, ‘out-af-the-box, I'd eat my
hat if I had one.

avhools not only have o make o
commitment, they then have to
work on a curriculum framework
that Tocuses on embedding these
skills. It's  basically
teaching.

‘creative’,

skill-based

In a class, with any concept vou
teach, wyou have 1o follow a
particular eyele ol teaching. It
begins with a teacher getting a
starter activity that grahs the
attention of the child, followed by
an explanation, followed by a period
ol rescarch that children do in
groups on different aspects of the
concept. They return to share what
they have done or discovered. Then,
the teacher summarizes it in &
plainer way and says, "Okay class,
this has been our jourmey in the 50
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minutes today, [ tald you about this;
you explored il 1 gave you books
and the Net to do the research. They
analyzed aspects. Then they came
back and  shared L S0, it's
collaboration.
The teacher would have got a
worksheet prepared that she gives to
everybody or she asks gquestions or
she seis an assignment for them 1o
work on. So, students construct their
own leaming. And then they present
it. Therefore, there is understanding,
Then there is perhaps an activity
whoere they apply il This is Tollowed
by an assessment activity.

Dione right, every class gives a child
an opportunily 1o think, imagine,
create, construct, share,
communicate  and  reflect.  The
learning cyele is complete.

But it's not casy. You're asking
teachers to teach in a way in which
they haven't been taught. You're
asking them (o turn themselves inside
oul. They get terribly scared because
they feel de-skilled. They think, 'l
can't do this! Pve been (eaching in
certain way all along. Where's my
texthook?” And yvou're saying, “The
textbook’s there, but this is what you
need,

There's a need for a great deal of

training, a great deal of commitment.

Koha Adams during her stint at the BBC
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You have to frst place it in your

vision. Then you have 1o ensure the
academic programme, curriculum
lramework  and  teacher-training
methodology reflect the vision.

AAC T had just returned from the UK
then. What | came back to were a
handful of schools like The Shri Ram
School [TSRS) and Vasant Valley
School that were trying to strike a
different path. That path was that
personalized attention was critical
for the development of children; that
children shoubd enjoy the experence
of school; that if classes were small
and nurturing, it would ensure that
children would love Lo come o
school. If they love to come to
schoal, that's half the journey. Then
you try lo make learning so
enjovable and challenging that they
wold love (o remain in sehool.

I remember the first three years
vividly. Most parents thought we
were making guinea pigs of their
children; that they would suffer in

the Board examinations — even il
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their kids were in Grade 6 and the
Board examinalions wore 5ix years
away! There were concerns aboui
there heing no tests, no exams, how
their Grade 3 child couldn’ recine
the table of twelve and the child in
the other school could recite the
table of 16. You needed to explain
to them that there was no benefit in
being able to parrot tables il the
child did not understand the
multiples of 16.

Learning has to be age-appropriate,
Learning has (o be  skill-based.
Learning has to be personalized
because children learn at different
paces. And there's a difference
between testing and assessment.
And that was a difference that
parents couldn’t see. The only
assessment that parents knew were
a paper-pencil tesi: They understand
tests. But il wyou say, ‘We're
assessing’ which means °I got them
Loy stamd up and talk about the poem
and [ assessed them on that', it holds
no weight because it's not tangihle
for the parent,

Then they had anather problem. ‘Bul
my child will not be competitive!
And we said, So what's the problem
with thai? The child must do the
best that he or she can do. Why does
it matter that she has to do hetter
than your neighbor?
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AAA great deal of talking. We held
so many seminars. | think 1 didn't
stop talking for 5 years, till they got
so fed up of me really. Bul most
importantly, before even the parents,
it was the teachers. There was a
great deal of working with teachers
in small groups, through wvery
intensive  leaching  programmes.
Visioning, talking about the
curriculum, getting them to see and
commit to it.

The nexl stage was the parents.
Within five years, the 'our children
are guinea pigs’ argument ' changed
and ‘small classes, quality control,
low student-teacher ratios, project
work, different ways of assessment,
no examinations till class 6 but
assessment all the way through' -
this started becoming the norm.
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Today, educational reforms are also
rellecting exactly whal happened so
many vears back.

AA: T didn't see it as a crusade ot an
educational revolution. The Shri
Ram School [TSR3) had a wvery
specific; progressive philosophy, so
the vision and framework were
already there — all [ needed to do
was [lesh them ouwt. 1 had seen
excellent practices overseas and |
wanted to replicate those practices
here. And | was so lorfunate because
I was surrounded by unstoppable
faculty and 4 management that gave
us carte blanche.

AA: Gefting the senior faculty
onboard - getting them to see there
was anolher way to do things. We
used the Total Quality Managemend
approach - if this is the mission,
how do you transiate it through
policies, into your school's working.
A huge number of systems also had
to be pul in place. Conlinuing (o he
centered was challenging. My job os
Director was to ensure that the three
TSRS schools stayed aligned.

A Grades are great, but you can’
judge a school by grudes. Are the
children balanced, happy and wise?
Did the school impact their lives?

A well-known artist friend who
studied in Modern School under the
legendary Mr. Kapoor told me this
story. He said, ‘T was just net
interested in what was going on in
ihe class, So ['d open my desk, prop

it up with a book, ke picces of
chalk and small needles, and I'd be
carving! He had a row of little
figures that he had carved out ol
small pieces of chalk, while
pretending to be lisiening.

Onece, my friend didn't see his
teacher  walking  around  class
because he was so engrossed in his
carving, The furious  teacher
marched him off 1o the Principal
with a fistful of pieces of carved
chalk. In the Principal's office, the
teacher put the chalk on the table
and said, ‘Look at what he was
doing’ And Mr. Kapoor looked at the
carvings and said. ‘These are
beautiful! Young man, you have real
talent, | would like you 1o pur these
on 4 hase and | want you to display
these ol the annual show, And, pay a
little attention in class. It will help
you.! My friend said. 1 decided that
day that 1 was going to be a
sculptor.

One interaction, which could have
gone so horribly wrong, made him
decide that he would be a sculptor.
And today, he is wordd-famous,

That is what matters. Have your
teachers impacted the lives of
students? Given them something
other than their marks?

AA: Large classes destroy people.
When you have 45-50 Kids in a class
and a 30 to 40-minute period, where
is the joy? How can you make a
connection? How do you follow
through the cycle of understanding,
sharing, research? You don't. You
can't.

Eevently, we had a meeting with an
excellent teacher who had taught for
20-0dd  years in a government
system and now wanted to move
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out. She said, “You know, | tried so

hard. | was idealistic - 1 wanted to
teach at a particular level, T didn't
want fo go to the private schools,
Bul I've been teaching 60 kids per
class. And | do election duty, 1 do
Census duty. | love my children but
| feel completely destroyed after all
the administrative nonsense that |
have to do.”

Even in well-heeled private schools,
teavhing is quite relentless. There's an
interesting research that says tha
teachers make approximartely 3000
decisions 3 week. A child will say, °1
want to go to the toilef?” Now, even
thal's a decision. You're making split-
second decisions all the time. They
may not appear to he CEQ kind of
decisions.  But  they're  pretty
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important to the running of a school|

AA: Teachers should be allowed 1o
do what they do hest - learning and
then teaching-learning. The more we
embroil them in ancillary activities
- census and election and every
other State duty - it destroys the
teaching-learning dynamic.

The NCF needs to change the
working conditions of teachers in
the Stale Scctor, and give them
autonomy. The most successful
schools are those where teachers are
empowered to teach and then lefl to
it. Sure, monitor the teachers and
pull up those who don't deliver. But
celebrate those that do! Teachers
need to be valued. There has to be
more celebration of what they do.
Schools that have good school
cultures, celebrate the successes of
their teachers

AA: For far too long, because of the
dearth of supply and high demand,
school principals have bhecome
demi-gods. | was asked, way back in
my TSRS days, 'How does it feel to
be so powerful?' | would wonder,
‘Where is the power?' But clearly,
the power lay in the admission
process. | never saw mysell in tha
light hecause the admission process
would just break my heart, T feel
strongly that it should be parental
chowe and not the other way
around. We have no  business
playing god as schools.

Principals are managers ol people in
a learning institution. They need to
focus on that. Net on the (rappings

ol power. Bul as long as this market
remains driven by demand, and
there's so little quality supply, it's
going (o he back to the command-
and-conirol triangle.

A Principal alone cannot hring
about change. It's only when it

percolates to every single member of

your team that change occurs
School cultures have to change. You
need democratic, flal organizations
where you work within teams and
lead those teams.

Another thing | believe is that you
cannot educate children successfully
unless you are in partnership with
the parents. Parents are such a
fabulous resource. You can't see
parents as irritanis. | often refer to it
[parent-school association) as a
marriage. When you put your child
in a school, you spend 14 years with
that institution. Like in any
partnership, iC's a roller-coaster ride.
So commit to it

AA: Teachers give me hope when |
see the courage with which they've
taken on the task of learning 1o
teach in o new way. The kids give
me hope. They are so wide-eyed and
embracing of what's new and so
discerning of what doesn't work,
When [ see children happily

laughing and walking into school
and bouncing when they leave and
then bouncing back the next day, |
think, "Great, that's happiness!’ |
wonder if CEOs can ever [eel like
that. =
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What began as a simple idea in 1990 to help edutate sTum chndren
has now spawned over 50 centres and¥ schools '

Tesxt: Raashmi Chakravart

Priotos: Courtesy Akankshs
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ounded by Shaheen Misiri, the Akanksha

Foundation is a non-profit organization that

works primarily in the field of education,
addressing supplemental education through the
Akanksha centre model and the school model for
formal vducation.

The Akanksha Foundation was initiated in 1990,
and was registered as a charitable society and
trust in  1991. From an organization run
completely through voluntary efforts, Akanksha
has grown to a professional institution with full-
time and part-time staff, supported by several
hundred volunteers.
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EDUCATION IN INDIA - UNEQUAL DIVIDE

18 year old Shaheen Mistri came to
Mumbai on a holiday but decided to
stay back to make an Impact.
Shaheen realized through her
interaction with slum children that
they were doubly disadvantaged by
not learning English, the preferred
language of the job market, and
because they received little more
than a third-rate cducation - the
bare basics - from government-run
schools. Visits 1o municipal schools
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revealed leaking roofs, no power, &
dearth of working latrines, desks
without chairs, no laboraltories,
absent teachers, a low teacher-
student ratio and no enrollment
process to assure that every child
attends school.

This system, Shaheen  inferred,
produces more dropouts than
graduates  and  spawns  more
criminals than honest, hardworking
citizens. Typically, students are
pushed lorward through the fourth
grade without assessing what they
are  learning, When exams are
introduced in the fifth grade many
children fail and eventually drop
out. Aliogether, nearly half of
enrolled students drop out during
their first five years.

Indian law [ails 1o guarantee the
quality of government schools'
infrastructure or teaching. As a
result, the  eduecational  system
creates a class  system  tha
segregates those who can afford to
gel o private, English-language
education from those who cannot.
shaheen founded Akanksha with a
vision to bridge this educational
inequity.

AKANKSHA CENTRES

Akanksha believes that a strong
afterschool model can effectively fill
many of the gaps in the school
system. Founded on the principle of
maximizing existing  resources,
centres are run in under-utilized
buildings and spaces for 21/2 hours
a day, five days a week for a group
ol 60 children, Each centre is staffed
with professional teachers trained in
imparting the Akanksha curriculum
amd  methodology, assisted by
volunteers and social workers,

Akanksha has developed a 10 level
currictllum thal uses innovative
leaching methodology to teach
English, Math and Values. The first 7
levels focus on our goals ol a Strong
Educational Foundation, Good Time
and Self-esteem and Values. The last

i levels focus on our goal of
Preparation for a Joh, At the top
level, each child has an individual
mentar, The mentors could be
individuals or companies. Akanksha
wants their children to grow up to
be good citizen and cach of them to
leave with a job in hand. The
structurcd, sale centre environment
provides children with the security
necessary to gain self-confidence
and kindles their desire to change
their lives. Most imporianily, the
CENtre expericnce empowers them to
deliver on their dreams,

AKANKSHA PROGRAMS

Students participate in a range of
extra-curricular activities including
Art, Sports, Drama, Dance and
Computer Training, Older Students
have access to the Fmpowerment
program as well as onc-on-one
sessions every week with a mentor
who serves as a guide and
confidante. The Medical program
gives children and their families
access to doclors as well as routine
check-ups and  treatment.  The
‘Learning to Lead' and ‘Social
Leadership’ programs allow children
to fullil their personal and social
objectives and become agents of
change themselves. The Alummni
Club keeps the graduates connected
to the organizalion and to each
other so that they can utilize the
Akanksha network in their future
endeavors.

AKANKSHA IMPACT

As of August 2009, Akanksha serves
2,500 children in the Akanksha
centers and 1,030 children in the
Akanksha schools in Mumbai and
Pune. There are 57 centers and 6
schools between the two cilies. The
stafT strength is approximately 90
people, with over 150 teachers and
400 volunteers.,

Akanksha's impact in centres is
captured through a Model Centre
Audit process that tracks studemt
learning, self-esteem and wvalues,
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guality of time, teacher perlormance,
student attendance, drop-out rate,
parents’ meeting attendance and
volunteer involyement. In Akanksha
schools, external tests are used from
Std. 3 omwards to track students’
scholastic performance. In addition,
the schools are measured on several
parameters similar to the Centre
Audit process.

Over the span of its existence, the
organization has many alumni
success stories. Akanksha graduates
are encouraged to explore and
discover their unigue path to success
on completion of the program. By
2008, around 70% of Akanksha
students had successfully completed

their S5td. 10 exam, and over 80% of

the alumni were in college or
employed or doing both - a higher
percentage than their peers from
their communities and schools, =

THE TYPICAL PROFILE OF A
CHILD WHO ENROLLS IR AN
AKANKSHA CENTER:
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INTERVIEW

Shaheen Mistri, founder, CEQ and Top Didi’ of the
#kanksha Fousziation, & non-profit urganization

with- 2 mission fo impact-the fives of less
privileged ehildren, enabiing them fo maximize
their potential-and change thelrlves—

Tell us about your early ediecation
f formative years,

I started my education in Beirut, in
Lebanon. I was in a French nursery
school. From there we moved to
Greece, so there, | was in a British
school system  and  then, in
Tndonesia, | was in an international
school and then in America T was
first in a republic school and then in
a private school. So, I've sort of seen
a pgamut of educational sysiems
exeept for the Indian school system,
I never studied in an Indian school,
I did a year of university in the US
al the US Tufts University in Boston

-and then came back to India.

What did you study at Tufis
Universitgy?

[ was in my first year undergrad. [
did a wide range of things there. |
came back to India in my second
year, joined St. Xavier's College

(Mumbai), did sociology with a

specializarion in education and then
went abroad and did a Masters in
Education from  Manchester
University in the UK.

Pid the Masters inEdueation from
Manchester help you
work @l Akankshy?

with voun

It was not a traditional teaching

degree. It was a  degree in
educational project planning in
developing countries. Most of the
people who took the course with me
were practitioners in the field for
severd| years, so it was really
interesting to get their insights.
What it allowed me to do was 1o
develop this idea of using college

students to improve the educational
system. That was to some extent
helpful, but I really feel that the vast
amount of things I've learnt is from
actually doing stuff, not so much
from formal education.

Considering you hadn’t seen much
of India earlier, did you find it
difficult to get into an Indian
mindset?

Yes. | think there are some things that
I Toved about the Indian mindset and
some that drove me crazy. Overtime
as you learn the environment you
learn to operate within it. Having this
deep love for India and having the
exposure abroad has helped get the
hest out of me,

Were vyou inspired by certain
people? Have any of your own
icachers influenced you?

Yes. One of the best things was being
able to live in all different paris of
the world and meet all these different
people, 'd moved around so much, i
made me really adaptable, It certainly
made an impact on me o inlerict
with a wide range of people and draw
the best from them. There are a
couple of teachers that just stand out,

who | think have been key
influencers.

Do wou have a mestor or sameods
whn gaided vou initially?

There were so many mentors it's hard
for me 1o iselate one or (wo, In the
early days there was a colonel who
really helped me a lot in terms of
understanding the system in India,
Then, through many vyears at
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Akanksha, severdl ol our board
members have played key mentoring
roles in helping me understand
structure and organization building.
Several of the kids have been huge
menters o ome  in terms  of
understanding what the challenges of
their lives are.

Honestly, il was & much easier
decision for me because | did haye
the backing of my family and never
sort of wanted for anything myselfin
my life. For me money is importan
but 1o an extent. It is not the driving
force. Having a mission in life was
important o me. | just feel so
privileged that T'm able to do what |
really feel passionate about. | fecl
very very excited about what | do
and feel lucky 1o do it

Defimitely! initially my family had
guestions, but having said that, | was
.

lucky in terms ol financial and moral

SUppOIL

| think they have  become
increasingly involved over the years

in lerms  of their buving  and

understanding of the idea rom the
initial “why are yvou doing this?”
really

Fhey ve

certainly heen
SUppOItive,

I"ve been marmied and divorced, My
elder ‘daughter is nine and my
yvounger one who is adopted is four.
e ¢lder one has  begun to
understand a bit about Akanksha and
has shown interest, My vounger one

is still too small.

WWALMIPDPIELLS N

| think of my life as one thing. 1 don'
really have a personal-professional
divide. | feel the balance is what you
make it. | don't feel bad i 1 have (o be
with my kids in the middle of a work
day or il ] have to work on a Sunday.

Cmie was just having people trust that
[ knew what | was doing because |
was 1R and didn’t speak even a word
of Hindi. The second was the
challenge of the operations of getting

it set up - finding spaces to teach,

linding volunteers, getling them 1o
make a commitment, getting kids to

g
come, getting kids and their parents

to make a commitment.,

When we started Tor the first 4 years
there were no hired people at all,

CwEryone Was d volunteer. As we got

realized  we  necded
teachers. So the first people we hired

bigger we

were teachers: We believed a ot in
the beginning that the gualifications
were less important and the passion
and commiiment to kids was more
important. We'd ook for that more.

Now we have a whole well
established social work team. We
have @&  presence  in all  the
communities we work in. When we
are starting new centers it is just
word ol mouth and we always have a
greater demand that we're able to
supply: In a new community, again,
the sacial workers will go and do a
recce 0f the area, meet people in that
area and start spreading the word in
that community.

[t was very slow in the first few
years. In the early days the
acceleration point was when we
brought in paid staff and not rely
solely on volunterrs. We were able
to have more people and start more
centers. From  there it steadily
grew.

Welve worked o lol with MeKinsey

on a pro bono basis for many years.
We keep going back to them for

different things.
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Alanksha: helps the chitdren not
st i their academics but alse then
poersonal issues. Is it a difficulc call?

Yes. 1 is incredibly difficult! [ don’t
think there's any other way though. |
think the biggesl siruggle our
teachers have is where to draw the
line. How much do you do and how
much do you not do? How do you
ensure that dependency doesn't set in
and still make sure you're doing
enough lor the kids? | don't know if
there are any answers. It's a guestion
of constantly evolving that balance,
I've seen withouwt exception that the
teachers that are really successtul are
the enes that are deeply connected
outside the classroom, Our kids are
complicated and the gaps are loo
huge 1o think of their needs as being
only academic.
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As the kids grow older, don't their
parenis somelimes want them
fend a hand in carning money
instesd of spending time at an
Akarksha center?

We stan investing in the parents
early on. We give out these messages
regularly. They understand overlime
and do what they can to make their
kids go to school,

Has your outlnek an cducatian for
the underprivileged changed owver
the years?

Muost delinilely] My biggest learning
is that you have to have incredibly
high expectations from these Kids
and not think of them as different.
The minute all the real problems in
their lives become ¢xeuses you are

dead! They will never achieve
anything. You need to be able to
understand that some of the kids are
getting abused at home, the schools
are had, health is an issue, ete. but
these things can be overcome. We
need to internalize the idea that
every single child can learn at high
levels and that we must set the
highest expectations from them.

Your website states thal evervone’s
business card at Akanksha says
‘widi" or ‘bhaiva’, does yours too?

Yes. The thinking behind that was to
make sure that we have a culture
where as we grew, had a wider set of
responsibilities, whether we are the
CFO or COO, we still are a
Didifbhaiya to the child.

How involved are yvou in the day-
to=tay functieming of the Akanksha
ceniersy

Not at all now. Actually, my Tulltime
job has shifted from Akanksha to
Teach for India a year ago. The teams
handling Akanksha are lecrific. They
manage it independently. I'm just
there if they need to hounce off an
idea or a litde bit on the strategy ot
funding side, But apart from that, ['ve
made mysell redundant.

Right now, 1 spend my time in
managing the team for Teach lTor
India and all the different verticals
under it. My average day can include
anything {rom designing marketing
material, updating the website,
recruiting people, meeting funders,
thinking about improving the
governance, to observing classronms
and training teams.

The Teach for Indin program ook
oft in classrooms in June this veon
How s that shaping apt

I’s amazing! You really feael like a
movement has started when you hear
these 87 people all excited aboul the
program, how hard they're working
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and how smart they are. In general
they are doing well, They require a
lot of support and training which we
are giving them. I think it has gone a
lot better than we thought it would,
We had 200 applications and we
sified that with a 3 step process.

This year we've already started the
application process for our next co-
horis, which are about 150 people. So
we have a one year lead time to se-
lect and recruit them. This year our
Job is really difficult. We're suppori-
ing the first cohorts and at the same
time starting the next ones.

The municipal schools in Pune have
been largely open 1o this, so we're
placed in a lot of Pune schools, In
Mumbai we're placed in low income
private schools. We're placed in some
municipal schools where some NGO
has # presence so permissions have
been worked out. We're interested in
schools that see a value in having the
fellows.

T 'was in Mumbai so Akanksha started
in Mumbai, Pune happened because
Anu Aga (Thermax), who is one of

WA MINDFELDS, IN

aur hoard members now, is based In
Pune and was very keen to gel things
started there. She's been our greatest
champion in Pune. We took the
Akanksha model to Pune at her be-
hest. Mow she's also on the Teach [or
India board and is a huge suppori for
Teach for India as well. Teach for
India will grow very soon into a na-
tional movemeni. The next 2 years
we will be in Mumbai and Pune so

that we make our foundation strong,
lhe year after that, we'll add Delhi
and thereafter, the plan is 1o roll oul
in eight cities and their surrounding

Areas,

Over the years, what one thing has
been a source of constant inspira-
tion?

I know it is the most overused thing,
but the idea of personal transforma-
tion, ‘Be the change' inspired hy
Gandhiii, for me, is probahbly the sin-
gle biggest thing 1 try to live by, Not
that there are many disconnects in

my own life but just the idea that you
need to continue to work on yourself.
You need to be very human. Listen 1o
what your inner voice is trying to say
to you. You can’t really change any-
thing outside. The only thing you can
change is yoursell. Use yvour energy
on changing vourself and that tends
10 have more of 4 ripple effect that
trying to change everybody around
you. That, for me, has been a very
powerful thought,

| feel it's s0 casy (o be motivated
here, 1 get this guestion a 1ot and |
don’t truly understand it | can un-
derstand you saying that lo someone
who works in an investment bank
“How can money rruh.-' motivate you
for so many years?” Whereas here,
every single day you are seeing these
little miracles happen - the way the
kids are learning, the way the teach-
ers are developing.. and [ think for all
of us to be able to work for some-
thing that is so important. Whether
we achieve what we've set out for in
this lifetime or five lifetimes to come,
the idea that we are working towards
making the world a better place is
hugely motivational 1o all of us. The
biggest motivation comes from see-
ing the kids learn. m

the 'mﬁmmmmmmm
nmmmm
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Whiere did you grow up and da your
schooling?

I did my early schooling in a Hindi
medium  school in  Nepanagar,
Madbhya Pradesh, It was a sclhwaol
mianaged and run by the Newsprint
factory for the employees’ children. 1
maoved fo Nagpur and repeated Grade
9 hecause | shified to ap English
medium  school. Completed my
graduation, posi-graduation and
research from Nagpur University.

What s vour family backgroand like?

My paterna! grandfather was a close
associate of Mahatma Gandhi and
Vinoba Bhave and -was the first
appointed- teacher at Swavliambi
Vidyabsya ar- Wandha, My father did
his Bifech in Chemical Engineerimg
from EIT, Nagpur, and worked {retired
from] Nepa Limited, Nepanagar, My
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EVENTS,

A LEARNER FOR LIFE

Tushar Tamhane has been a researcher, a science teacher and a teacher frainer, Over
and above all, he has been a lifelong believer in hands-on leaming.

mother did ber BA. in Music from
Agra University and was a good vocal
singer;

Why-did you docide (o weach? How
did vour fapily wview “your darcer
chofce?

My Toray - into teaching. was &
coincidence. In- ™85 the newly
started Kendriya Vidyalaya had a
vacancy of PGT [Physics). I ended up
enjoying-a two-month stint teaching
children of Grades 9 and 10 while T
was awaiting niy M.5c; resufis:

The Bharat Jan Vigyan Jatha (BIV])
in Bhopal, 1987, was a tuming point
for me., NGOs - from around the
couniry came together on a single
platform wnd T had a8 chance 1o
imterct with: motivated activists and
eduraters like Arvind Gupta, Arvind
Gupte and Vinod Raina.

In - 1988, [ participated in the
Hoshangabad  Science Teaching
Program (HSTP) which was a mind-
blowing revelation as lo one’s own
learning, and the sheer depth and
invalvement of dedicated resource
people. This interaction helped me
make the decision fo take the plunge.
| discontinued the research work 1
wak involved with, and oped for an
ad-hoc teaching position at Kendriya
Vidyalaya, Kamplee, Nagpur.

People -at home have had many
questions about -my crazy decision
bt T assume they relented over the
years,

Major influenves in the field of
education.,.

The network ol resource people of
EKLAVYA., Krishnamurti  Schoals,
Arvind  Gupta, [Late  Vishou
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Chinchalkar (Guruji) and, of course,
the vibrant children who challenge
every idea that is put before them
until it satisfies their curiousine!

Your approsch- to  introducing
children to the subject vou love..

There have heen some concepts
which, by their very nature, not easy
1o teach. Regular interaction with
pioneers and stalwarts helped find
answers. Basically, 1 am a researcher
by nature: | enjoy going into the
depth of challenging quesiions raised
by children. The process continues
and now it is applied with learners af
all ages from 2 years to 55 years,

Having been a naughty child myself,
I am fascinated by things where one
has to use one's hands, think
creatively. linker with things and
create something. The basic attempt
has always- heen to engage the
learners and self. In the process, some
of my passion for the subject rubs off
a [ittle = 1 hope,

Dbstacles you have Faced in your
career, and how vou overcame them...

Dpportunity  to  experiment and
innovate with syllabus! curriculum/
concept is fundamental to me. 1§ is ol
utmest importance.And so, wherever
it was allowed (and for however long
it was allowed); I continued to work
in that place:

The response of children has been
mostly encouraging, and it allowed
me to susiain my passion. My pariner
was also inthe same profession, and
that was a hig help in making
choices, Many issues would be
continuously discussed, and [ conld
get a different perspective: This only
strengthened my desire fo pursue a
lifelong journey in school facilitation.

What was_ it |llke to make the
transition from being-a teacher to
being @ mentor to teachers?

All threogh my career in education, |
thirk that mentoring other colleagues
was something that was happening
very unconsciously. A long-standing

W MINDFIELDS [

Tambharne {thérd from [eft), adeocotes learming through

interest in art, craft, games, and
hands-on activiies has  helped
immensely in mentoring leachers, [
am able to provide specific things 1o
different people.

The role demands certain things, and
age and experience hring with them
conviction and confidence. In the
end, you can-only share your limited
anecdotes with the group. From there
onwards,  with  patience  and
perseverance, they have to take risks
on their- own.

What does your work —ai Career
Launther entmil?

Academic facilitation, planning for
im-service orentation of teachers,
upholding the fdeals of meaningful
schooling, visiting schools for on-site
facilitation, and: specific interactions
and workshops with school leaders,
coordinators, teachers, parents.

All these things require continuous
research: One has to identify problem
dreas, priorifize, suggest coniexi-
specific solutions, think of creative
alternatives to doing - something,
gencrale resources using the ever
expanding internet and fechnology,
and network with people who have
done pioneering work in school
education in India.

Other interests il hobbies...

Reading-  ofd -~ newspapers  and
magadines and extracting valuable

ddoanfl. Prewsinis Pager Tambane in & teacher tralning sessmn

articles for myself and others. My job
happens to also be my passion and |
feel lucky that 1 do not have to ‘work’
at all - 1 get paid for pursuing my
hiobhy,

Some recommendations from your
bookshelt,..

® Life at School by Meenakshi
Thapan

® Jashw-c-Talim by Sushil Joshi

® Meri Kahani - Flavia Agnes

m Social Implications of Schooling by
Avdjit Pathiak

Agoud teacher must be..,

An observer of nature, people, events
= and a learner for life. A good
teacher is like a4 child within and is
not stared of commilting mistakes
and learning from them.

“You teach what you know but
communicate who you are”

If net-an educator, what ...

Probably a researcher in science? Ora
populariser -~ of  Scienge  and
Mathematics? 1 don’t really know. I
have always tried to lve in the
present, and respond fo situations
positively by o accepting  the
challenge!
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ramiliar with g

OSEe

gt wasn't an ordinary February

day in the Jyviiskyla district of
A central Finland. The sun shone
Liright the thermometer
recorded a nonchalanl minues seven
degrees C; reason enough to jolt
even  the shyest of Finns to
bonhomie. Somewhere in Jimsa, a
Ford shuddered to a stop, a prayer of
gratitude was mumbled, and
Indian, 2 Romanian and an Uzbeki
made their way to class.

EVEN A%

dll

My first day as the teacher at Jimsa
High School, betler known
Jamsan Lukio, began nervously.
After steering my way carefully

5
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world hold wor
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through sixty kilometers of slippery
snowed-on roads and an unfamiliar
righi-hand drive, | was gathering
myself to teach a class of high
school students. Eleven other people
across Finland - from China,
Switzerland,  Cameroon, L5,
Colombia, Uszbekistan,  Portugal,
Latvia and Vietnam - were possibly
nervoushy preparing for their roles
Loo.

We wire a parl of a global education
project aimed at Finnish high school
students. We all lacked two pre-
requisites in common — education-
related experience and a degree in

ation Ministry. Vc
IK‘Hl 100=5 I '.:f.'l S sy
national experient

dres [ne exper

Me Prolect

|n | A ‘j.:-l-l :,_: IC

Tant snd Photos: Poojs MNayak

teaching - hoth imperative, if one
wants to teach high school in
Finland. We did two
advantages though. Une was thai
we were not much older than our
students. Secondly, we didn’t have
preconceived notions  aboul
teaching. We were determined to
ensure a fun learning experience.

have

My mind swirled with visions as
the ice crunched beneath my feet;
those of gum-chewing students
staring menacingly at me, of
students bored out of their wits,
dronl dribbling down desks. How

does one engage fifieen leenagers
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for three whole hours at a stretch
and yel make sure their energy
levels remain high? 1 understood
now what my college lecturers
must have contended with., Back
then, classrooms had seemed like
chambers where we were kept
against our will, only 1o be saved
by the peal of the bell at the end of
class.

Running for the third year in
succession, the Global.Me project is
an initiative ol the Finnish
Education Ministry in partnership
with AIESEC, Finland, a student-run
organization. The idea is fto
familiarize students with global
issues,  increase  (olerance,  gain
international exposure and, more
impartantly, experience alternative
learning methods.

Waorking in groups of three, we took
a three-hour sessiononce a week in
five school . The subjects were as
diverse  as  ‘Environment and
Sustainability’, ‘Religion’,
‘Geopaolitics’,  'Globalization and
Media”, "Consumerism’, ‘Intercultural
Communication” and "Refugees and
Human Rights’ The workshop-style
SEsSiOns were interesling Lo plan,
because each of us brought our own
sensibilities and ideas; at times
outrageous butl relevant. Perhaps,
this is what most attracted me to the
projecl.

Six months into an indefinite ‘hreak’
from working in a2 broadcast
channel, | was drifiing and rtook
greal pleasure in it Some bit of
travel, some making ol knives and
palm leaf baskets, some bit of rice
planting, and leaming to make good
mulch beds for cucumbers and
trellises for the beans. Away from
the need 1o constantly mark
achievement in terms of society-
decepted goals and  rewards, but
exponential in terms of my learning
CUTVE.

WA MINDAELDS.EN

Ihe project was combination of a
number of my concerns - ample
lreedom and creativity, knowledge
of global issues. the compelling necd
to get out of my comfort zone, to
cxperiment with things I'd never
done before, and of course, the
chance to experience a new country,
d new conlinent, lirst-hand without
worrying about the pocket.

Meeting my colleagues (who were
business graduates, history majors,
Russian linguists, anthropologists) in
classand watching ithe way the
Finnish students responded to
them, reinforced my view that there
had to be something very wrong
with how we blinkered along,
restricting  pursebves to a niche
because ‘otherwise we'd be just like
everyone else’ comfortably escaping
the irony of it all. Perhaps, il is a hil
foolish to wonder how many
nonsense verses, clay sculptures,
natural engineering affinities and
canvases the world will never be
privy to.

The content of the teaching sessions
{with a brief listing of topics to
cover] was entrusted entirely to us.
Role play, crossword puzeles,
planning and presenting spot
projects, debates, quizzes - there was

[lassmom discussion in progress
no impinging on our ereativity, Our
group decided to follow an informal
rule: any information that we shared
was to be followed up by a relevant
practical activity. For instance, in a
Geopolitics session, we discussed the
enormous budgetary  allocations
dedicated to military spending in
different countries across the world,
The students were then asked to play
Finance Ministers' and allot a sum
of thousand Euros in any way they
liked. While there were some clichés
like education and wellare, the
popular causes seemed 1o bhe
promation of cross-country skiing (a
well-liked but neglected sport at the
high school level) and making
product packaging renewahle.

To keep the energy levels high, we
interspersed activities with an
irreverent game or twa, a new one
every single lime. We played our
own versions of musical chairs, gol
tangled up, literally, in the most
complex knots, drew pictures on
backs and once, even tore aboul
madly in a ‘chase-me’ thriller
outdoors in the school parking lot.
After the initial skepticism about
the silliness of it all, il became one
of the most eagerly awaited breaks,
helping us bond, rib each other and
enjoy everything  with  good
humaour.
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Our Frst class was ‘Intercultural
Communicalion. Apt, considering
we would he introducing ourselves
for the first time. We'd spent the
weekend planning  the content
carefully and were ready 1o test il

We began by taking fifteen minutes
playing a memory game, getting to
know each other Apart from
remembering their names clearly
today, | know Vivii likes visual rock
music, Anne adores animals and
Paulina absolutely loves pizzas! We
pushed the desks to the back and
created a semi-circle with the chairs,
a practice we followed in every class
thereafter. Without desks 1o create
barriers [physical and otherwise) and

students within an arm’s distance of

vach other, the class becomes an
intimate space, with no intimidating
harriers of ‘them’ and 'usl I
suddenly svems more conducive fo
laughter, anecdotes and slories,
something like being a part of an
interactive play. We did put up a
decent enough show.

[ntroducing countrics in a foreign
classroom is always a bit tricky
because there is a context that is
entirely different [mnsily
perpetuated by the popular media).

30 MINDFIELDS THIRD QUARTER 2009

It seems too easy to mercly recount
the wonders of the Taj Mahal and
gel away with it. Therefore, a good
way to begin is by understanding
what they might already know. India
merited cows, elephants, ‘red dots’
(bindis), lots of people, Bollywood,
black hair and funny accent
(contributed by a ‘The Simpsons’
fan). Romania merited Couni
Dracula, the Black Sea and gypsies.
Uzbekistan was so exofic in that
country of five-and-a-hall million
people, that most struggled to come
up with anything at all. A brave
attempt was made by the class’ sell-
conlessed  geography  geek, whao
drew a loopy groundnut-shaped
mass saying he knew “it looked like
this on the map”. He was not too far
off the mark.

PEELING 1

We'd planned to discuss stercolypes,
prejudices and racism, and the
mention of ‘gypsies’ gave us our
non-contrived opening. To me,
‘Eypsies’ conjures up vivid images of
swirling rainbow skirts, dark-
skinned men and dusky women
dripping of mystique, rambling
carsvans on a Toad two nowhere,
smoky camplires and lively music.
In Finland though, ‘gypsies' takes on
an altogether different connotation,

hinting at unscrupulous, penny
pinchers who would pull a fas) one
i they could, What was once a tribg
of people in Romania came to be a
collective noun for all its people.
How did we come to accept this idea
of a particular group? Were we
influenced by what was said by
prople around usor the media? How
much? Did we personally know any
REomanians? The gentle questioning
helped slowly peel at layers,

We indulged in a bit of role play too,
dividing our studenis into random
groups, enacting the popular
stercolypes in their country.  The
catch:they couldn't 1alk #as they
acted. No words, only gestureswere
allowed, The students were
apprehensive initially; after all, to
act in front of a class at this age was
unthinkable! But aftera few false
statts, Matti and his  group
swaggered, banged an  invisible
vodka mug on the elass 1able, wiped
mouths on  sleeves,  gestured
vialently  and  grimaced
classmates.  “Russians!™came  the
immediate chorus,

English is a purely academic
language amongst Finns  and,
though they speak it decently, [ had
to remind mysell to speak slowly,
and enunciate clearly. Also, what
warks in one class, doesn't quite
work in another. Most often the
content takes its own course,
depending  on the level of
enthusiasm, mood, and our own
knowledge and energy levels.

In Mintin Lukio, where we had a
parlicularly energetic bunch of
youngsters, a debate on the pros and
cons of globalization went back and
forth for a good part of the hour,
while in Keuru though the debate
was @ bit of a damp affair, the
students painted an  enormous
Human Rights tree to life, AL Orvesd,
numerically our largest class, the
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students stumped us. with their
crealivity in creating their own
country, complete with a name, rules
lor lack of them), exports, imporis,
policy on refugees, trade relations
with one another, but emphasizing
they didn't want borders.

While most of these experiences
may be familiar to most teachers, 1o
me it was enlirely new that the
classroom  space could be so
adaptive and one could learn even
without being conscious of it, All
Ihrough my school, | was read out to
from a standard texthook, which 1
then followed by dutifully mugging
up the answers to the questions al
the end, which, in tum, | dutifully
regurgitated during my tests,often,
viery scarily, right down to the exaci
COmma.

While the course was about
teaching, a lot was alse about
understanding the different forces i
work that inspire sludents to he the
way they are. The students 1ook just
a single class to warm up to us
completely. They were informal but
respecifual, confident abyonnd
expressing  thoughts despite not
being - at ease with their English. T
was Lhe same in the regular classes
that we sat in on. This has much to
do with the way their education
system s structured.

For starters, education is completely
free, right up lo the Masters level.
This means that there is no disparity
between the schools in the country
in terms of resources, technology
and infrastructure.  Sccondly, a
group ol schools in a geographical
ares work together under o broad
core curticulum and they are free to
choose their own methods, There are
no uniforms - the students came to
class in pink-dyed hair, wore heavy
metal chains and Arab scarves as
sell expression. ‘Teachers and
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students address  each  other
informally and there is no honour-
based system where the ones who do
really well are pushed to do harder,
There is almost no homework and
students work on projects which test
their leamning during class hours
itself.  There are also exchange
students {mosily from China, South
Korea and other European countries)
who choose to spend a school year
studying in Finland, adding some
diversity of opinion, perspectives to
the sessions.

Perhaps all this reflected on the
PISA® (see insel box) test conducted
in 2006 where Finland took rop

spots when it came to Scicnee and
Reading, and the second place in
Math and Problem Solving.

At so many levels, | realized how
incomplete and  ineffeciual  the
system | studied in had been. There
never was learning, just the
vagerness to test. | was mare caught
up with making sure | got the
answers right, never mind how [ got
there. Math was a demon, History a
tyranny of dates, Biology was
tolerable, and Chemisiry a maze of
formulae.

I could have done well with a year
off - o explore without agenda,
travel and fgure what it was that |
wanted to do next instcad of
operating on autopilot from high
school through degrees to my first
joh - something many Finnish
students try out during or after high
school. And unlike here, where yvou
will spend a lifetime being
interrogated ceasclesshy, have people
doubt vour sanity and worry about
explaining a year of
experimentation without the aid of
a marksheet - the Finng actually
encourage the time off,

Perhaps that is what we need - a hit
mare of creating our own fictitious
countries along with agonizing over
India’s top exports, a bit of play-
acting over memorizing chronology,
some solving of crossword puzzles
and a silly game for when we are
just not in the mood - to encourage
curious minds and free spirits. m
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A Million Books for a Billion People

32 MINDFIELDS THIRD QUARTER 2004

Scientist, educator, toymaker, ‘copyleft’ lobbyist Arvind Gupta
looks at the history - and future of making books f[reely
available to all those who seek.

Text Arvind Gupea | lustraton; Studin Umbikced

lived experiences to the next one. These experiences were carved

on rocks, scribbled on clay tablets, written on parchment for the
benefit of all. Texts were copied by scribes and kept in depositories.
Libraries and archives were known to many civilisations in Egypt,
Asia Minor and Greece. These sundry libraries were, however,
primarily concerned with the conservation of local traditions and
herilage,

The human species thrives because each generation passes on iis

The first known universal library, which gathered books from all over
the world at one single location, was the great Library at Alexandria.
lts genesis lay in the inquisitive Greek mind and in Alexander's
conguests. The book booty must have made the library richer.

VW MINDHELDE.IN



(Likewise, the British Museum is often described in
jest as the ‘higgest repository of loot from the Third
World:

Today, we can be one up on the Greeks. We can share
more books with each other than ever before. The
Library of Congress in the USA is the single largest
repository of books in the world with a collection of
over 26 million books.

All these books, once digitized, can be put on a
small server costing just USS 50,000! Imagine, all
the world’s greatest books ‘spinning’ away for the
benefit of all of humanity! The Boston Public
Library,founded in 1826, has the caption FREE FOR
ALL inscribed on its door. The MIT is not threatened
at all by placing all its course conten| free pnline,
The most inspiring talks on earth - the TED talks
{ted.com) - can all be reely downloaded. Today, we
can make available every single book in every single
language to every single child on earth. That is
something worth dreaming and
striving for.

Many pioneers have worked hard to
fulfil this dream. In 1971, Michael
Hart set up Project Gutenberg (PG)
to bridge the knowledge divide and
e-share books for free, PG is the
world's oldest digital library. Along
with its partners and affiliates, PG
has managed (o upload over
1,00,000 books on the internet, Until
1989, all the books were inputted
manually. But with the advent of
scanners and OCR (optical character
recognition) soltware, this process has become faster
and easier. PG has thousands of passionate
volunteers across the globe who proof read the
scanned text for free. PG has been a source of deep
inspiration for millions across the world, It has used
cutting-edge technology, not for personal gains bul
for public welfare - to allow books to be accessed by
millions of people.

In 1993, Microsoft bought out all the world
encyclopaedias to set up Encarta — a digital
cncyclopaedia - to be sold online or by retail. Today,
Encarta lies buried. Private greed failed in the face
of democratic charity. [n 2003, Richard Stallman
envisioned a free online encyclopaedia ‘lor the
prople, by the peoplel The result was the Wikipedia.
Like it or loathe it, today Wikipedia is a force to
reckon, In August 2009, it reached an impressive
milestone of 3 million articles in English with 10
million people collaborating globally! Wikipedia
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Within a few years,
all the books in the

world will be

digitised. This is for
sure. The rechnology

is pretty pedestrian,

now contains more than 13 million articles in 271
different languages.

Within a few years, all the books in the world will be
digitised. This is for sure. The technology is pretty
pedestrian, Big players like Google see big money and
are perfecting a micro-payment system where people
pay small sums 1o download a page or a chapter. Only
one question will remain: Who will control it all? It
can turn oul to be a win-win situation, just like the
cell phones: Massive volumes will ensure that
companies can still make profits while peaple can
benefit by having to pay a lot less than i they were
to huy the books.

In 2005, India celehrated the 125th birth anniversary
of its greatest writer - Premchand. As a child I had
read all his stories, Idgah — the story of a poor boy
Hamid who goes hungry but buys a "‘chimta’ for his
grandmaother - still brings tears to my eyes. | thought
it would be worth checking out this story on the
internet. I couldn’t find it anywhere
and felt crestfallen. So 1 typed it oul
in Hindi, English and Marathi and
uploaded it on my website, This was
my humble (ribute to Premchand.
Much has changed. Four years later,
it is heartening to see 300 odd stories
by Premchand on the site
http://munshi-

premchand. blogspot.com

There are no public libraries in India,
Where do our teachers and learners
find good books? This prompted me
(o sel up a wehsite
(hitp:/{arvindguptatoys.com). A hundred thousand
passionale books on education, environment and
peace get downloaded from my websiie every month,

For teachers in small towns with no internet, | have
compiled a CD - Leamer's Library. It contains 900
wonderful books plus 3000 photographic instructions
to make low-cost science models. All this wonderful
stuff for less than ten rupees! This €D has been shared
freely with over 3000 schools. The Learner's Library is
circulating freely in South Africa, Nepal, Pakistan,
(Ghana and a few other countries. Two months, back
an organisation in Gujaral made 1000 copies of the
Learner's Library and gifted them (o schools.

Every human being has a deep desire to contribute
meaninglully to society. This desire to share is deeply
encoded in human nature. Given this, it is only a
maller of time before we have books being available
for free, accessible to anyone who seeks knowledge, |
wail eagerly, to see thal day, =
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My Lite is My Message

P. Gopinath Nair, Chairman of the Kerala Gandhi Smaraka Nidhi, was deeply
inspired by Gandhiji’s conviction that the foundations of an independent India
must be based on empowered villages.

34 MIRDFIELDS THIRD QUARTER 2000

Teat and Photos: Shagufta Bhardwes;

the sound ol the azaan drifis through his traditional Tharavada home in

Netinkara, near Thiruvananthapuram. His wile already in the kitchen calls
aloud for colTee. The two start yet another quiet day with one reading the Hinduy
and the other a Malayalam Daily. By the time the newspapers are exchanged, the
gucsts come calling, everyone from friends and neighbors (o social activists and
the members of local associations. By 9:30 a.m. Mr. Nair leaves for his office at
Kerala Gandhi Smaraka Nidhi (the Nidhi} in Thiruvananthapuram, 45 minutes
away. Mr. Nair, who is 88, has served as chairman of the Nidhi for years. “Some
days at work are more challenging than others,” Mr. Nair told me. “But every day
is new for me.

T'mph' bells rouse Gopinath Mair every morning at the crack of dawn, Then
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When Gandhiji was
assassinated in January
1948, Gopinath Nair was
still at Shantiniketan. The

tragic moment inspired

profound reflection on how
he should spend his life.

The desk in Mr. Nair's office
captures his dynamic personality,
It's piled high with newspapers in
Malayalam and English, official
dovuments, letters, meticulously

labieled files, and an assortment of

books, yet the 1able still appears
organized. In one of the table's
corners sit a miniature charkha
and a photograph of Gandhiji, the
man o whom Mr  Nair has
dedicated his life. “My life is my
message,” he quotes lor me. “How
many people in the world can say
that?"

Born in 1921 in Netinkara, Kerala,
Gopinath Nair spent his childhood
in the lap of nature. “The
Netinkara River is believed to have
miraculous powers. | grew up
hearing that peaple find ghee
[clarified butter] deposits on the
river banks, But as our negative
karma grows the ghee deposits are
depleting,” he laughs. Growing up
in the years when the non-
cooperation movement was at iis
peak, Gopinath was an
extraordinary student who could
study  and  appreciate the
Upanishads at the age of 13, His
father, who was a lawyer, expected
him to follow a similar career path.
But Guopinath’s life chuanged in
1933 when Gandhi §i visited
Kerala,  His  first
Gandhiji is of the spritely old man

WA MINCHRELDSAN

memory  of

navigating with agility through the
cager crowds that had lined up to
see him. "Seeing him running
through the crowds to keep his
time commitments, | realized the
importance of discipline and the
value of time,” Mr. Nair told me,
“lle was indeed an extraordinary
man.”

In 1938 Mr. Nair joined the
Maharaja College for Science in
Irivandrum. During college he
decided to immerse himself in the
struggle for freedom. Dropping a
midterm year at college, he joined
the Congress and Quit India
Movement in 1942, when most of
the established leaders had heen
arrested. He and other students of
the Maharaja College protested
against the Raja of Travancore, o
supporter of the British. Their
group was jailed for sedition but
released afler a couple of days ol
imprisonment. The incident made
Mr. Nair popular in his college’s
Congress Youth Wing and he
recognized his ability to organize.
But at this time Mr. Nair lost his
tather; another kind of
responsibility fell on his shoulders,
While remaining active in student
and youth affairs, he still studied
encugh to earn his Bachelor of
Science in 1943 He worked from
1944-46 for the student movement
and with Congress the interim

government, but also applied [or a
scholarship to study a2t Vishwa
Bharti University [Shantiniketan).
"Buring the time when ‘Direct
Action’ was called [by Jinnah to
push far Partition], | wem to
Shantiniketan looking for shanri
(Peace),” he said with a smile. “But
as so0n as | reached Bengal | saw
dead bodies at the railway station.
My introduction to Bengal was
rather sad. Gandhiji's presence was
a big stabilizing factor there, We
take our inspiralion from events in
history like MNaukhali, a
predominantly Muslim arca where
Gandhi ji was present during the
independence hour. He urged
people to give up arms and spent
his time at @ Muslim house:
Gandhiji was deeply disturbed by
the riots that broke out.”

At the time of independence, Mr,
Mair was in Shantiniketan. Even
though it was a time of
celebralion, he remembers having
mixed feelings about  the
achicvement even  then. In
September 1947, Gandhiji returned
back to Calcutta. Mr. Nair weni
with a group of students from
Shantiniketan to meet him. They
could not believe their luck when
their request to speak with him
personally was accepted. Gandhiji
was distraught by the violence
around him. He asked the students
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if they were Hindus or Muslims,
but then replied himself: “You are
neither Hindu nor Muslim. You arc
tnsaan (humans).”

When Gandhiji was assassinated in
January 1948, Mr, Nair was still at
Shantinikeian. The tragic momen|
inspired profound reflection on
how he should spend his life. In
April, on his way back home (o
Kerala, he stopped at Gandhiji's
Wardha Ashram. There he found
the Mahatma’s spirit of service still
alive. “Gandhiji was and is not a
person  but a spirit,” Mr. Nair
discovered. “He was not a human
being but an cmhbodiment of a
spirit, the: spirit of a movement
that went heyond the struggle for
independence.”

The great leader’s simple mud hut
in Wardha, just as any other in
rural India, moved Mr, Nair (o
work at the grassrools in his home
state of Kerala. He was deeply
inspired Gandhiji's conviction that
the foundations of an independent
India musi be based on empowered
villages. “Many years later, Vinoba
Bhave asked me why | decided to
quit Shantiniketan as | could have
used the opportunity 1o spread
Gandhiji's word by using the
university platform. 1 never
regretted my decision. Lile has iis
own way.”

In 1950 Gandhi Smarak Nidhi was
established as &  national
organization to preserve  and
spread Gandhiji's message. °1 was
amaongst the first to join the Nidhi.
In Kerala we started encouraging
Khpdi units and Gram Seva work.
Later, as a Tatva Pracharak, we
started 1o spread the essence of his
message and his vision. T was in
charge of organizing three main
study  centres at  Trivandrum,
Ernakulam and Calicut,™ The Midhi
also organized youth camps and
cncouraged young people to serve
their society. An important part of
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In the oftermath of the 1971
Indo-Pak War he worked at
the refugee camps for
Bangladeshis. He and his
colleagues organized youth
from Dhaka University
living in the camps and
encouraged them to
volunteer as service
workers.

the camps were prayer meclings
for peace.

In 1958 Mr. Nair became a member
of the All-India Sarva Seva Sangh,

a Gandhian service organization ol

which he would later become
President. This role personally

exposed him to the challenges of

conflict resolution amid communal
tension. "In Kerala, there was o
constant tension between Christian
and Hindu Oshermen and we
always felt that it was important to
salve the problem peacefully. Even
though our approach was seen as
slow, one has to go to the core to

understand and solve an issue
permanently.” He [locused on
building a Shanti Sena, a
nonviolent army of peace workers,
to resolve communal conllicts.

(ver the next two decades Mr.
WNair's understanding ol peace and
nonviolent  conflict  resolution
strengthened. In the aftermath of
the 1971 Indo-Pak War he worked
at  the refugee camps for
Bangladeshis. He and his Bengali
colleagues organized youth from
Dhaka University living in the
camps and encouraged them to
volunteer as  service workers,
Together they addressed issucs like
communalism and management of
the camps, including basic
cleanliness and hygiene. Tt was a
tremendous  joh that inveolved
massive dedication from both the
volunteer  trainees and  the
refugees.

During  the 19805 and  90s
numerous communal riots broke
oul in different corners of India, In
1989 the town of Bhagalpur, Bihar,
experienced intense violence. Mr
Mair and his team stayed there for
six months intcnsely mobilizing
the communities for peace, "It was
guite challenging.” he remembers.
“When people are angry and
violence takes its course, only
willpower and tremendous
strength can bring a return to
peace.”

Mr. Nair resolved to undertake a
peace mission to Punjab during the
height of the insurgency there. e
remembers that on the day of his
departure his relatives and riends
were in an especially somber mood
al the railway station. “They
thought that was probably the last
time they were going to see mel”

One of Mr. Mair's biggest victories
as @ peace builder was in his home
state of Kerala. In 2002 and 2003
brutal communal violence tore
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through Marad, near Calicut in
northern Kerala, Arms were hidden
al places of worship and the
situation worsened as political
parties and other vested interests
encouraging the two sides in the
conflicl. "A violent riot had broken
out there anmd it was a hig
showdown since no conclusion
was being arrived at,” he said.

Mr. Mair and his team organized
100 meetings and conducted foot
marches, vehicle yarras, and
processions in the riot-infesicd
areas. They held  intensive
workshops on how Lo preserve
peace thal were well attended by
both  Hindus  and  Muslims,
“Another Kranti [revolution] has
returned,” e newspaper
cxclaimed about the elTorts. Hindu
leaders recognized him as the
principle negotiator for peace in
the area and he helped broker a
unanimous decision to stop the
vinlence, “Gandhi's way of peace
brokering still works,” he told me.

Aller the violence subsided, he set
out to bring back the 950 Muslim
families who had been driven from
their homes. “0ur teams worked ai
this for long. Our higgest triumph
was that we did nol charge the
stale government a single rupee
for putting up our men at Calicut
[for this work]. When the first
batch of Muslims arrived |back a
their homes], there were festivities
and a happy atmosphere. Peace is
something that meed not  be
government-enforeed, People
understand peace because il is
natural to seek 1.7

“With experience, we have realized
that a lot of work can be done with
little money and with smaller
groups,” Mr. Nair told me. Since
A008  he  has  focused  on
counleracting local problems in
Kerala like alcoholism  and
environmental degradation  hy
developing  small  groups ol
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Mr. Nair’s long years of
experience as a Gandhian
have given him insight info
a wide array of social
problems. Today he works
with numerous different
kinds of social

organizations fo improve
the lives of Keralites.

proactive vitizens. “We are called
Mitra Mandal, a group of friends,”
he said. “We organize meetings
about issues that concern us
deeply. Now and then some
concerned groups of citizens come
to me during evenings and we
work together on how to mobilize
people and address issues like
environment and education more
elfectively.”

Mr. Nair's long years of experience
as a Gandhian have given him
insight into a wide array of social
problems. Today he works with
numernus different kinds of social
organizations |o improve the lives
ol Keralites. “Though disparate, all
these programs, be it aboul
prohibition, education, teachers'
training, or cleanliness, are

influenced by Gandhi ji's vision.”

T like to work with people,” the
tircless Gandhian told me. "After
my office hours | work with
villagers. We are trying to bring
together mature clubs for the
village wyouth.” Doesn't he ever
need rest? “Vinobaji said, ‘All this
[work] that T do is rest.’ | enjoy my
work.”

Though well into his eighties, Mr,
Nair has never stopped focusing on
young peaple in his work. "Young
people: have to hecome young
first,” he told me. “l have reaiized
how people are no longer young
these days. They are either looking
bhack to adolescence or husy
planning for future. Vinobaji used
to say that yuva ({the youth) link
the old and the future. They should
be aware of the challenges that
every generation has to face,”

I wondered whether youth today
might face different challenges
than in the India in which he grew
up. “Time changes bui
fundamentals do not. Truth and
love are the greatest fundamentals
in a life and they apply to any time
and age. The challenge is how to
apply these lundamentals, [t is
important to commil three to four
years ol your life to service and
public work and then to go back o
cushioned jobs. A balance is
important in every way.” He
reminded me thut though the
oulward crises of a socicly may
change, the moral challenges we
face are timeless. "Lile is about
moving from a lesser Truth to a
higher Truth.” =
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Canadian-born journalist Carl Honore has written for The
Economist, the Houston Chronicle, the Observer; and the

best known for his advocacy of the

National Post, but he |

LN

G

low Movement. He Is also author of the the internationally

best-selling book In Praise of Slowness

hat I'd like to start off with is an ohservation, which is that if I've learned anything over the last year,

il’s that the supreme irony of publishing a book about slowness is that you have to go around

promoling it really last. | seem to spend most of my time these days, you know, zipping from city to
cily, studio to studio, interview to interview, serving up the book in really tiny bite-size chunks. Because
everyone these days wants to know how to slow down, bul they want 1o know how to slow down really
quickly. So... so | did a spot on CNN the other day where | actually spent more time in makeup than T did
lalking on air. And | think that- that's not really surprising though, is it? Because that's kind of the world tha
we —— we live in now, a world stuck in fast-forward.

A world obsessed with speed, with doing everything faster, with cramming more and more into less and less
time. Every moment of the day feels like a race against the clock. To borrow a phrase rom Carrie Fisher, which
is -- is in my bio there, I'll just toss it out again -- "These days even instant gratification takes too long.” And
if you think about how we to try to make things better, whal do we do? No, we speed them up, don't we? So
we used to dial; now we speed dial. We used to read; now we speed read. We used to walk; now we speed walk.
And of course, we used to date and now we speed date. And even things that are by their very nature slow --
we try and speed them up too. So - So 1 was in New York recently, and | walked past a gym that had an
advertisement in the window for a new course, a new evening course. And it was for, you guessed i, speed
yoga. 50 this -- the perfect solution for time-starved prolessionals who want to, you know, salute the sun, but
only want to give over aboul 20 minutes to it. T mean, these are sort of the extreme examples, and they're
amusing and good to laugh at.
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But there's a very serious point, and
I think that in the headlong dash of
daily life, we often lose sight of the
damage that this roadrunner form of
living does to us. We're so
marinated in the culture of speed
that we almost fail to notice the toll
it takes on every aspect of our lives.
On our health, our dict, our work,
our relationships, the environment
and our community. And sometimes
it takes a -- a wake-up call, doesn’
it, 1o -- to alert us to the fact that
we're hurrying Lhrough our lives,
instead of acrually living them; thai
we're living the fast life, instead of the good life.
And | think lfor many people, that wake-up call takes
the form of an illness. You know, a burn-out, or
eventually the hody says, "1 can't take it anymore,”
and throws in the towel. Or maybe a relationship
goes up in smoke because we haven't had the time,
or the patience, or the tranguility, to be with the
other person, to listen to them.

fime. Bve

clock.

And my wake-up call came when [ started reading
bedtime steries to my son, and | lound that at the
end of day, | would go into his room and 1 jusi
couldn't slow down - vou know, I'd be speed
reading "The Cat In The Hat.” P'd be -- you know, 1I'd
be skipping lines here, paragraphs there, sometimes a
whole page and of course, my litile hoy knew the
hook inside out, so we would quarrel, And what
should have been the most relaxing, the most
intimate, the most tender moment of the day, when a
dad sits down to read to his son, became instead this
kind of gladiatorial battle of wills; a
clash between his speed and my --
or, my speed and his slowness. And
this went on for some time, until |
caughl myself scanning a newspaper
article with lime-saving tips for fast
people. And one of them
matde reference to a series
of books called "The One- |
Minute Bedtime Story.” 2
And I - 1 wince saying
those words now, but my
lirst reaction at the time
was very different. My

first reflex was to say. |
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"lHallelujah -- what a great |
idea! This is exactly what
I'm looking Tor io speed
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up bedtime even more.” But
thankfully, a light bulb went on
over my head, and my next reaction
was very different, and 1 took a step
back, and | thought, "Whoa -- you
know, has it really come to this?
Am | really in such a hurry that I'm
prepared to fob off my son with o
sound byte at the end of the dav?”
And I - [ put away the newspaper -
-and | was getting on a plane --
and | sat there, and 1 did something
I hadn't dene for a long time --
which is 1 did nothing, [ just
thought, and I thought long and
hard. And by the time | goi off that
plane, I'd decided | wanted to do something about it
| wanted to investigate this whole roadrunner
vulture, and whal it was doing to me and to
everyone else. And | --

Fweh

And | had two questions in my head. The first was,
how did we get so fast? And the second is, is it
possible, or even desirable, to slow down? Now. if
you think about how our world got so accelerated,
the usual suspects rear their heads. You think of, you
know, urbanization, consumerism, the workplace,
lechnology. But | think if you cut through those
forces you get to what might be the deeper driver,
the nub of the guestion, which is how we think
about time itself. In other cultures, time is cyclical.
It's seen as moving in great unhurried circles. It's
always rencwing and refreshing itself

Whereas in the West, time is linear. It's a finitc
resource; it's always draining away. You either use it,
or lose it. Time is money, as
Benjamin Franklin said. And I think
whal that -- that does to us
psychologically is it - it creates an
cquation. Time is scarce, so what do
we do? Well — well, we speed up,
don't we? We try and do more and
maore with less and less time. We
turn every momenl of every day
into a race to the finish line. A
finish line, incidentally, that we
never reach, but a finish line
nonetheless. And | guess that the
question is, is il possible to break
free from that mindset? And
thankfully, the answer is yes,
because whal I discovered, when 1
began looking around, that there is
a4 — it global backlash against this
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culture that tells us that faster is
always hetter, and that busier is

Right across the world, people are
doing the unthinkable: they're
slowing down, and finding that
although conventional wisdom tells -
you that if vou slow down, you're
roadkill, the opposite turns out to be
true, That by slowing down at the
right moments, people find that they
do everylhing better. They cat
hetter, they make love better, they
exercise hetter, they work belier,
they live better. And in this kind of
cauldron of moments, and places,
and acts of deceleration, lic what a
lot ol people now reler 1o as the
International Slow Movement.

Now if you'll permit me a small act
of hypocrisy, Ul just give you a
very quick overview of what -—— what’s going on
inside the Slow Movement. If you Lhink of foed,
many of you will have heard of the Slow Food
maovement. Started in laly, but has spread across the
world; and now has 100,000 members in 50
countries. And it’s driven by a very simple and
sensible message, which is thar we get more pleasure
and more health from our food when we cultivale,
cook and consume it at a reasonable pace. [ think
also the explosion of the organic farming movement,
and the renaissance farmers’ markets, is another —
are ather illustrations ol the fact that people are
desperate to get away from eating and cooking and
cultivating their food on an industrial timetable.
They want to get hack to slower rhythms. And out of
the Slow Food movement has grown something
called the Slow Cities movement, which has started
in Haly, but has spread right across Europe and
beyond. And in this, towns begin to rethink how
they organize the urban landscape, so that people
are encouraged 1o -- to slow down and smell the
roses and connect with one another. So they might
curh traffic, or put in a park bench, or some green
space,

And in some ways, these changes add up to more
than the sum ol their parts, because | think when a
Slow City becomes officially a Slow City, it's kind of
like a philosophical declaration. I's saying to the
rest of world, and to the people in that town, that we
believe that in the 21st century, slowness has a role
io play. In medicine, | think a lot of people are
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deeply disillusioned with the kind of
guick-fix mentality you find in
conventional medicine. And millions
ol them around the world are
turning to to complementary and
alternative forms of medicing, which
tend to tap into sort of stower,
gentler, more halistic forms of
healing. Now, obviously the jury is
out on many of these
complementary therapies, and |
personally doubt that the coffee
enema will ever, you know, gain
mainstream approval. Bul other
treatments such as acupuncture and
massage, and even just relaxation,
clearly have some kind of benefit.
And blue-chip medical colleges
everywhere are -- are starting lo
study these things to find out how
ithey work, and what we might learn
from them,

The workplace — right across much of the world --
North America being a notable exception -- working
hours liave been coming down. And Europe is an
cxample of that, and people finding that their
quality of life improves as they're working less, and
also that their hourly productivity goes up, Now,
clearly there are problems with the 35-hour work
week in France -- top much, too soon, too rigid. But
other countries in Europe, notably the Nordic
countries, are showing that it's possible Lo have a
kick-ass economy without being a workaholic,

And Norway, Sweden, Denmark and Finland now
rank among the top six most competitive nations on
earth, and they work the kind of hours that would
make the average American weep with envy. And if
you go beyond sort of the country level, down at the
micro-company level, more and more companies
now are realizing that they need to allow their staff
either to work fewer hours or just to unplug -- to
tuke a lunch break, or io go sil in a quiet room, Lo
switch ofT their Blackberrys -- you at the back —
maobile phones, during the work day or on the
weekend, so that they have time to recharge and to -
- for the brain to slide into that kind of creative
mode of thought.

Tt's not just, though, these days, adults who
overwork, though, is it? It's children, too. I'm 37,
and my childhood ended in the mid-"80s, and | look
at kids now, and 'm just amazed by the way they
race around with more homework, maore tutoring,
more extracurriculars, than we would ever have
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conceived of a generation ago. And
some of the most heartrending

Hook at kids now,

S0 wherever you look, the message,
il seems to me, is the same, That less

emails that | get on my website are
actually from adolescents hovering
on the edge of burnout, pleading
with me to write (o Lheir parents, to
help them slow down, to help them
get ol this full-throttle treadmill,
But thankfully, there is a backlash
there in parenting as well, and
you're finding that, you know,
towns in the United States are now
banding togerher and banning
extracurriculars on a particular day
of the month, so that people can,
you know, decompress and have
some family time, and slow down.

Homework is another thing. There are homewaork
hans springing up all over the developed world in
schools which had been piling on the homewaork lor
years, and now they're discovering that less can be
maore. 50 there was a case up in Scotland recently
where a Tee-paying, high-achieving private school
banned homework lor everyone under the age of 13,
and the high-achieving parents freaked oul and said,
"What are you -- you know, our kids will fall” -- the
headmaster said, "No, no, your children need to slow
down at the end of the day.” And just this lasi
month, the exam results came in, and in math,
science, marks went up 20 percent on average last
year. And | think what's very revealing is that the
elite universitics, who are often cited as the reason
that people drive their kids and hothouse them so
much, are starting to notice the caliber of students
coming to them is lalling. These kids have wonderful
marks, they have CVs jammed with extracurriculars,
to the point that would make yvour eyes water. Bul
they lack spark, they lack the ability to think
creatively and think outside -- they don't know how
to dream.

And so what these Tvy League schools, and Oxford
and Cambridge and so on, are starting to send a
message o parents and students that they need to
put on the brakes a little hit, And in Harvard, for
instance, they send ouwt a letter to undergraduates --
freshmen -~ telling them that they'll get more out of
life, and more out of Harvard, if they put on the
brakes. If they do less, but give lime to things, the
time thal things need, to enjoy them, to savor them,
And even if they sometimes do nothing at all. And
that letter is called -- very revealing, | think --
"Slow Down!” -- with an exclamation mark on the
end.
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is very often more, that slower is
very often better. But that said, of
course, it's not that easy to slow
down, is it? | mean, you heard that |
got a speeding ticket while | was
rescarching my book on the henefits
of slowness, and thai's true, bui
that's not all of it. | was actually en
route to a dinner held by Slow Food
at the time. And if that’s no
shaming enough, 1 got that ticket in
ltaly. And il any ol you have ever
driven on an lItalian highway, yvou’ll
have a pretty good idea of how fast | was going,

(Laughicr)

But why is it so hard to slow down? | think there are
various reasons. (ne is that -- that speed is fun --
yvou know, speed is sexy, It"s all that adrenaline rush,
It°s hard to give it up. | think there's a kind of
metaphysical dimension -~ that speed becomes a way
of walling ourselves off from the bigger, deeper
questions. We fill our head with distraction, with
busy-ness, so that we don't have to ask, am [ well?
Am [ happy? Are my children growing up right? Are
puliticians making good decisions on my behall?
Another reason -- although 1 think, perhaps, the
most powerful reason -- why we find it hard to slow
down, is the cultural taboo that we've erected
against slowing down. Slow is a dirty word in our
culture, It's a byword for lazy, slacker, for being
somebody who gives up. You know, "he's a bit slow.”
It's actually synonymous with heing -- with being
stupid.

I guess what the Slow Movement -- the purpose of
the Slow Movement, or its main goal, really, is to
tackle that taboo, and to say that -- that yes,
sometimes slow is not the -- the answer, that there is
such a thing as "had slow.” You know, that -- [ goi
stuck on the M25, which is a ring road around
London, recently, and spent three and a half hours
there, And 1 can tell you, that's really bad slow. But
the new idea, the sort of revolutionary idea of the
Slow Movement, is that there is such a thing as
“good slow,” too. And good slow is, you know,
taking the time to eat a meal with your family, with
the TV switched off. Or -- taking the time to look at
a problem from all angles in the office to make the
hest decision at work. Or even simply just taking the
time to slow down and savor your life,
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