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Context 
Isha Vidhya had submitted a proposal (add URL to the proposal) to Asha Silicon Valley (SV) 
requesting sponsorship for children who have been admitted to their four rural schools.  These 
were children whose families’ economic background was not permitting them to pay the fees for 
the school.  Asha SV had requested me to visit some of the schools in context of this proposal.  I 
visited two schools, one near Perumapalayam (Erode) and another in Sandegoundenpalayam 
(Coimbatore).  I am going to write in detail about the Erode school since there are lots of 
similarities between both and if there are any specifics about the Coimbatore school I will write 
them down. 

Report 
I took an overnight train to Erode to visit the school at Perumapalayam (Erode).  I reached early 
morning on 24th and was put up in a volunteer’s house to have a bath and breakfast before I left 
for the school with another two volunteers.  This was the first of several pleasant interactions 
with Isha volunteers.  Almost all whom I met in this area were entrepreneurs whose first question 
was ‘What business do you do?’.  The volunteers are very energetic and very willing to 
participate in all of Isha’s activities.  A taxi was arranged to pick me up from the station and also 
to take me to the school.  These were done through personal expenses of the volunteers.   

Erode School 

The school at Perumapalayam is around 15-20 kms from Erode town.  The children come to the 
school from a radius of 20 kms.  Out of the total 200 students almost 60 come from urban 
settings (Erode I think).  Most of these students, I presume, are children of Isha volunteers 
themselves.  One of the volunteers who accompanied me was such a parent.  He liked the ethos 
and the way the school was being run 
and hence admitted his own child to this 
school.  The rest 140 students come 
from rural background.  There are three 
vans that are operated to transport these 
children through 5 trips. 

Physical Infrastructure 

The school building is spanking new 
and is very well kept, spotlessly clean.  
There is a sizable support staff (the 
school has 8 teachers, 1 administrator, 6 
helpers and 2 security staff) for keeping 
the premises clean and secure.  The 
bathrooms were also spotless and 
hygienically maintained. 

 



Spotless bathrooms 
 

The classrooms are airy, bright and 
colourfully built.  It overall has an 
appealing impact from a child’s 
perspective (yes, I still retain that!).  I 
don’t remember exactly how many 
rooms are there but it is sufficient for 
the current purposes (LKG, UKG, 1st 
and 2nd grades).  There are 2 sections in 
each except 2nd.  Next year they are 
expanding to 3rd grade and would have 
to build additional rooms.  They are not 
unduely worried about building 
additional rooms in time since the 
school was built in 100 days!   
 

School building 

The classrooms are also provided with 
desks with low height so that the 
children can sit on the ground but still 
can write on a desk.  The desks are 
beautifully done and ergonomically also 
help the children in their writing, 
painting etc.  The children also have 
interesting looking uniform that also 
happens to be unisex in style!  I am not 
sure if it is deliberate ploy to reduce 
gender differences from an early stage 
or just a matter of convenience, did not 
think about it during the trip. 
 

Inside a classroom 

Teachers and teaching/learning 

There are totally 8 teachers including the principal, one teacher for each section plus additional 
principal to oversee the classes and also stand-in in times of need.  Before the beginning of the 
school term there was training conducted by Isha for all the teachers.  Only few of the teachers 
have a teaching background (3) and rest are fresh.  They are well qualified and seem very 
enthusiastic about teaching.  The school is in English medium and all the teachers are well 
conversant with English.  Two of the teachers come from Erode, another from a village around 
18 kms and the rest from the nearby villages.  They either use personal transport or use the 
school van to reach school.   

The stress in early classes is on spoken form of English.  They use the Karadi method (??) 
extensively using audio CDs along with books to learn to read out stories.  Writing comes much 
later.  When I talked to some of the children they understood what I was asking but had 
difficulties in answering in English.  I went to class 2 and some of the students had come from 
Tamil medium schools and they were the ones facing difficulty.  But they seem eager and 
enthusiastic and the classroom seems a very friendly environment.  It seems they have difficulty 
in sending kids who are not well back home since they prefer to be in school in spite of their 



sickness.  They also use the Total Physical Response method espoused by Bertha Segal in her 
Teaching English through Action.  Even the toddlers understand all the basic ‘commands’ in 
English like touch your nose and even touch your nose and turn around. 

Even though it is too early to systematically assess the academic performance of the students 
(they are only till class 2) there is clear evidence that they are learning English quickly and well.  
Considering the overall capability and enthusiasm of the teachers the academic performance 
seems well assured. 

While insisting on English for all interactions is probably the best way to learn spoken English 
and also the fact is that that the parent community at all levels insist on English education, the 
schooling should also make sure that it is not, in this process, alienating the children from their 
local culture and environment.  There are enough outstanding examples of bi-lingual schools that 
stress the importance of learning English but not at the cost of the native language.  I think such a 
sensitivite approach would be more beneficial.  I just refered to The Constitution of India and 
there is a directive (350A) “Facilities for instruction in mother-tongue at primary stage”. In the 
Indian context we should consider our diversity an asset and hence encourage multi-lingualism. 

Parents 

In my interaction with the 2nd standard students I asked some of the students what their parents 
did for a living.  There was a whole range from auditors, tractor drivers, painters and piece 
workers in the garment industry.  One that I distinctly did not hear is agricultural laborer.  While 
certainly some of the jobs mentioned in the above list come in the lower categories of the 
economic strata I am not sure if the lowest are adequately represented in the school.  May be it 
could be due to the fact that parents of the lowest classes had self-opted out of the school 
thinking it is a fee charging school and they could not afford that kind of education.  It requires a 
proactive effort from Isha to identify such parents in the location and see how they can be 
inducted into the school.  May be this situatio might also get automatically corrected if the 
information about the sponsorship spreads in that area. 

I talked to two parents.  One was a farmer living very close to the school.  He seemed very happy 
with the school functioning and was aware of what good schooling is.  I also met a construction 
worker who had studied up to the 8th standard.  He was barely able to articulate himself and 
seemed from a very depressed community.  It seems his children are doing very well in the 
school.   He has three children, two of the younger ones he is sending to the school.  The eldest 
daughter, in the sixth standard, is going to a government school.  He said he finds it very difficult 
to pay the fees for both his children.  Along with the van fees for transportation he says it would 
not be possible for him to continue to pay the fees.  His children are very appropriate candidates 
for sponsorship.   

Food 

In Erode currently they give only a enriched laddu with nutritional supplements there are plans to 
bring in a noon meal.  In Coimbatore the meal is already in place.  I ate lunch along with the 
children and teachers; it was tasty as well as very nutritious.  The teachers also take adequate 
care to make sure that all children eat all their vegetables!  I quietly ate without making a fuss. 

Fees 

LKG and UKG – 800 Rs per term (3 terms in a year) 
1st, 2nd and 3rd – 1000 Rs per term 
They have additional expenses for uniform (3 sets a year) and books. 
In addition there is transportation charge for the van that seems considerable.  The parent mainly 
complained about the van charge. 



Culture and ethos of Isha 

I had a long discussion with Swami Nisarga, one of the active functionaries of Isha Foundation.  
I had met him in a Learning Network (link) conference along with one of the teachers of Isha 
home school.  Initially I was under the impression that Isha schools were for very privileged 
kids.  This impression was quickly dispensed off.  The Isha Home School that is within the 
premises of the Isha Yoga center is certainly an exclusive school, but it is well differentiated 
from the Isha Vidhya run rural schools that are primarily catering to the rural parents. 

The main focus of my discussions was the religious nature of the organization and also whether 
the schools actually cater to the lowest sections of the society.  I had explained to him the 
reservations that Asha for Education (AfE) has about supporting organizations that have overt or 
covert religious affiliations.  From the discussions I understand that Isha does operate on a strong 
spiritual enthusiasm generated through the yoga devised and refined by Sadhguru, their spiritual 
leader.  Almost all important decisions go through him.  The foundation has no affiliations with 
any religious organization.  While that is probably the case a lot of imagery and icons are taken 
from the Hindu fold.  When I queried about the same, Swami Nisarga said that is more due to 
cultural reasons for acceptability in that area.  There is this Dhyana Linga ‘temple’ in the Yoga 
Center that is actually a beautifully constructed dome with a rather large Linga idol in the center.  
It is mainly a meditation hall and started of that way.  But it seems visistors insisted that they 
would break coconuts and do aarthi.  So now they allow them to keep a flower in front of the 
linga.  They encourage visitors to just sit in the dome quietly and not even pray.  That the 
organization is multi-cultural and multi-religious is no doubt.  I was having this discussion with 
Swami Nisarga along with a new teacher to the Home School who has just moved from the US.  
She has an Islamic cultural background.  She said she had no discomfort working in this 
environment.  Interestingly at the entrance to the dome there is another linga (marble) that is 
carved with religious symbols of all dominant religions (I couldn’t take a photo of that).  Not so 
surprisingly it seems the organization got grief from all the religious groups, both dominant and 
minorities about they symbols being abused! 

That said most of the symbols and iconography does belong to the Hindu fold.  Apart from that 
marble linga all other stories (Kannapa Nayanar etc.) are representing only one religious thought.  
While it must be admitted that it is difficult to represent all religions, this place is after all a 
meditation center and not a museum, I still feel they could make it more apparent that they see 
no differences.  Another observation in this context is the reciting of Sarasvathi Vandana (“Yaa 
Kuntentu...”) before lunch in the Coimbatore school.  It is after just a prayer to the goddess of 
learning, but can it be organized that the children recite different prayers each day from different 
religious/cultural backgrounds that are energising?  (A sufi prayer one day, a latin chant one day 
a buddhist one another).  Swami Nisarga did agree that such possibilities could be explored.   

At the end of the discussion Swami Nisarga felt that it is best if AfE lists down a contract of dos 
and donts in this context.  A contract that includes not only practices within the school but also 
for the organization as a whole (for example would AfE be comfortable if Isha Foundation takes 
a stand or endorses the stand of political parties or religious organizations?).  I had mentioned to 
him about earlier interactions of AfE with other spiritual organizations and our dissatisfactions 
and he said it was only reasonable to have certain expectations but would be best if articulated as 
a contract. 

I also discussed our concern about whether the Isha Vidhya schools reaches the lowest levels and 
not just the lower levels.  He said that he was fairly sure that no proactive efforts were made to 
seek out the lowest sections of the society to enroll their children to the schools.  But going 
forward if the information about the sponsorship spreads it would help change the situation.  He 



was categorical that the whole purpose of starting Isha Vidhya schools was to provide quality 
schooling for those who do not have that access.  So, he sees that there is no point in starting a 
school for the middle or lower middle classes.  He said Isha Vidhya would also be open to the 
suggestion to proactively enroll children of the weakest sections. 

Financial Situation of Isha Foundation 

From the outward appearences of Isha Yoga Center and interaction with volunteers it seems that 
the Foundation is well endowed with funding.  The Yoga center is a huge campus, tastefully 
developed amidst beautiful surroundings.  The scale of the projects and also the kind of contacts 
they have established it does indicate that they have access to good funding sources.  They have 
courses for the top CEOs of India and their network comprises mostly of high networth 
individuals.  I am a little bit surprised that Isha Foundation is even approaching external funding 
agencies.  While these might be just appearences it is best that we get their financial statements 
and analyze their current position.  That said, day-to-day running of a quality school requires a 
good amount of expenditure and from my telephone discussion with Venkat (Isha Vidhya 
coordinator) it looks like they want to spend their monies on setting up more schools and so in 
the interim if an external agency can help sustain the running of existing schools they can work 
out their funding in the longer term.  In fact I met a person in Isha who is leading their business 
development work.  They want to have a full-blown business unit that would operate on for-
profit basis and will plough all the profit into Isha’s development work.  This is their long-term 
plan to move away from charitable donations as the main source of revenue. 

Summary 
I deliberately placed the summary in the end of the document with the hope that the readers 
would go through the entire document! 

• The Isha Vidhya schools have very good physical structure 

• The teachers are competent and motivated.  They seem to be delivering good value 

• The over emphasis on English in the schools might be an area of concern.  A more 
humanistic approach would be to encourage bi-lingual capability  

• AfE might have some issues about the religious/political inclinations of Isha.  While there 
is no cause for concern in the present it might be necessary to explicitly articulate our 
requirements as a contract.  Swamy Nisarga of Isha suggested this. 

• The families that require sponsorship to send their children to Isha Vidhya schools might 
belong to lower sections of the society but I am not sure if they are the lowest.  I would 
think that AfE would be interested in getting the children of the lowest sections in that 
area into these schools.  Isha, from initial discussions, seems to have the same intent but 
we need further clarification and how they go about achieving this. 

• Isha appears to have good access to source of funds.  We need a greater understanding of 
their financial situation (financial documents) to appreciate why they are approaching 
external funding agencies. 


