Meeting/Chat with teachers of Sita school (Silvapura Village near Bangalore) during site visit

Date: 12 April 08

Attendees: Kamala, Rebacca, Divya, Jane, Sarojini, Siva, Padma, Anita, Richa, Kiran.

Jane gave a brief background of the school. It was started in ’71 at a time when most children were not going to school. This was true of Sivapura, but especially of Pattimapura from where the masons and carpenters who were helping us build our house/nursery did not send children to school. The initial idea was to start a nursery, but then the elder children also came. I visited David Hosbero’s efforts in Andhra. He was very encouraging of us starting this open school and in the beginning the environment was very free and we just had material. This phase continued for 3-6 month. But, after that the children wanted a more academic environment. The school then started having a little more structure, but still retaining the space around. Of course the situation has completely changed over the years. Most children do prefer a mainstream convent school that is now running nearby. There are some 110 children or so and some children do get left behind. Even though our styles are quite different we do have a good relation with the convent school and they recommend children who are having a difficult time there. But, we do have a balance and this is not just a special school. There are many children who are good at different things. For example we received a 13 yr child who could only speak Tamil and had never been to school. Each child has a different story. Some of the children have some difficult family history, but not all and some are perceived to be difficult children in other schools.

Sarojini – shared some of the assignments and projects of the children. She showed one which was about the history of the village. This was done by children around 9-10 yrs age group to understand the history and geography of their village over three months. They started with a family tree of each family in the village, how festivals are celebrated in different places and how this has changed over the years in different families. Then they tried to find the oldest object in each of their houses and made a chart of it. There was a stone structure to hold water, a pounding stick, grinding stone, brass-copper lamp, measuring can, copper drum ,etc).

The children would sit together and discuss what questions they should ask and how they should interact. Children pick what they liked and drew and wrote about it.

Another aspect was change – how things have changed over time. What a village would have looked like in their grandmothers time -> mothers time -> their time. Some things have improved, but some things like water situation has got worse. The children captured all these through art and drawing.

Last year, we looked at taking two objects and putting the time line. Then dwelling deeper into the various components e.g. start with a mixie and look into the age of everything that goes into making the mixie from plastic to metal to alloys, etc.

After their projects are complete they share it with other children and family. 

We especially liked the pics on water, how does water reach us, myths of water, drama around it. Water is a huge issue in this area.

The local community is primarily agricultural, but this is rapidly changing due to the vicinity to the city.

Social studies – culture, films, neighbouring countries, pictures, quiz cards on what they wold do with other children. The syllabus we have here is till grade 7. In social studies we do spend a lot of time doing local social studies. We do not give marks to the children, but do find out in much detail what the children are good at and what difficulties each child is facing.

We spent some time looking at the other artwork of the children. The children split the work by themselves, but each child draws and writes in the books. It seems the children found out that any loan or money transaction takes place under a Peepal tree and this was captured in one of the pictures. 

What work a child takes up depends on many factors and the children are in five learning levels. Karuna, Sadhana, Chetanya, Chandana, Chetana(?). We try to make sure that the children do not go down in learning levels so some children start at a lower level than they may be capable of initially and then rapidly advance groups. The children complete the cycle in about 5 yrs.

Even if children are in the same group they may be doing different activities there is a good amount of individual work coupled with group work.

The word cards we made for children over the years was converted into a book – Everyday English (used in Maharashtra schools) additionally we have also made the word cards in Kannada into Everyday Kannada. There are five teachers and presently some 30 children. The strength has varied from time to time, but has been around this since the mainstream convent school opened up close by. Most teachers have been with the organization for a long time (>15 yrs) and each devotes some of their time in being a resource person of sorts.

The interaction with the community is generally limited to that with children’s families, although alumni and teachers are active within the community. We do take some part in conflict resolution esp since some children do come from difficult families, but perhaps we could do more in this area.

For many children there is very little support at home and the children do share a lot in creative writing.

We also make a magazine ‘Sugandini’ primarily to share and remember things that happened over the year.

We make most of the material, usually, we get a lot of material from some of the international schools that they throw away. It is very useful for us.

‘Sita’ stands for furrow which provides a space for seeds to nurtured.

Jane mentioned the effort to introduce art in Chamrajnagar schools. Over the years they have conducted many workshops for teachers, NGOs, etc.

We spoke about workshops for schools supported by asha. From experience they felt that it is best for the groups to know what they want e.g. we can conduct a workshop for language or math for a week, if this is what is of interest to them.

We are also thinking of Mobile-lib for children and perhaps a few puzzles and toys.

Another thing we are open to are summer camps for children (30-40) given the space available for a month or so for NGOs and schools.

