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Date: March 20, 2022  

Attendees: Anjana, Balaji, Padmanava, Varsha, Ravi, and Anita 

Introduction to Anita 

A multi-faceted personality, Anita Balasubramanian introduces herself as  a yoga 

therapist, a reiki master and a parent to two girls aged ten and twelve. In search 

of a quiet life, far away from the madding crowd, she lives in a farm, about 40 

Kms from Coimbatore. She has completed a PhD in education and a masters in 

electrical engineering. Her association with Asha for Education (AfE) started with 

Asha Madison, later with Seattle, Chennai, and Chicago from 1999 to 2013. She 

was a co-founder of The Learning Network initiative at AfE.  

Apart from Thulir, Anita has also worked with Lakshmi from Olcott School, 

Siddhamma at Bharati Trust, and various other projects in Tamil Nadu 

supported by AfE. 

Association with Thulir 

Anita has been visiting Sittilingi ever since Anu and Krishna moved there in early 

2000s. She was visiting Meenakshi at Puvidham school (also supported by AfE) 

and it was Meenakshi who recommended her to visit Anu and Krishna. She has 

also conducted site visits to review Anu and Krishna’s fellowship.  

Some excerpts from our conversation with Anita. 

Thulir, in a nutshell… 

Thulir, Tribal Health Initiative (THI) and the Sittilingi valley, to me, is a reminder 

of ways of living, learning, growing, and connecting that is rooted in respect for 

the person, land, and other living beings. There is a certain sacredness and 

sanctity to the pace of life that is unique. 
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There are challenges I am sure on a day to day basis, but as long as this is the 

central thread that guides the actions, what will unfold and emerge will carry that 

quality. 

It is different from the current ways where learning has been reduced to 

schooling; development leading to more destruction, and relating/connecting has 

come to mean social media and networking.  

Changes from your previous visit… 

I wrote a note in Jul 2017 about my visit to Thulir earlier that year. About four-

and-a-half years later in Feb 2022, I visited Thulir again. Perhaps the trip would 

have happened earlier if not for the 2 years of COVID that has washed out a lot of 

physical connections. Going to Thulir and seeing so much of the change that has 

unfolded in the last 4+ years has been very satisfying. Four years ago, the land 

had just been bought and the first structure was being built from the soil that 

came out of digging the well. Govinda and a few others from Marudham were 

coming a few days later with saplings for planting. 

I was thinking of all this as I entered the school and was invited so warmly into 

the space by the foliage that had grown in the last 4 years! 

How do you view growth and development in the context 

of Thulir? 

As always, human activity here has been in response to listening to the context. 

The school buildings have emerged in a very organic way, listening to the land 

and the contours of the land. The structures enable the movement of the children 

from one space to another in a fluid way, unlike structures that create 

constrictions, and blocks! As a yoga teacher, I am very aware of how the external 

environment affects us. So I was particularly thrilled to see how the buildings 

have been designed with attention and respect for the people who would be in 

this space for 6-7 hours a day. This brings about a certain joyousness and 

quietness that one can experience in this space and therefore supports learning.  

This is also applicable to how THI or Thulir have grown over the years - they 

started out with a vision to support the health and education needs of the society 

but did not force-fit any particular model from other places to execute the vision. 

They let these institutions grow according to the needs of the community. This 
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also facilitates the process of letting ideas flow from the stakeholders, giving them 

an opportunity to own the process as well as outcomes. The parents, the 

teachers, and the community remain invested in the idea and actively co-operate 

towards its accomplishment. 

A seed, when planted, doesn't aspire to become a huge tree; it simply responds to 

the context and grows.  

Is this model replicable? 

These are not replicable models like manufacturing a piece of machinery. It 

should be viewed as a unique project and learning from this project must be 

applied elsewhere.  

For instance, Asha can use this model to think differently about their approach 

towards other institutions. Can Asha be a unique institution in not falling for 

tangible outcomes and measurement? Can we still convince our donors to be 

invested in Asha? 

We should not always fall into the trap of the majority paradigm which is always 

about scaling. 

Don’t you think that they should have some 

understanding of impact and sustainability? There are 

donors invested in this project.  

Impact and sustainability should be viewed differently for different organisations. 

Otherwise, we will reduce it to bringing everyone into the existing or dominant 

paradigm.  

The change that we want to bring should not be to push everyone to get 

mainstreamed into the existing / dominant paradigm, where the impacts are 

easily measured. In the dominant paradigm, it is only the ‘starts’ who are 

attended to and their success is taken as a proxy for measuring the impact of the 

organisation. What about those who could not make it through the system? 

The paradigm here is to help empower each person to be confident in who they 

are, and how to live. We need to look differently to measure impact and must be 

able to communicate it within AfE as well as Donors. Donors tend to be 

mainstream in their mindset  - Challenge, Solution, Impact model. But, it doesn’t 

work always. 
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In early 2000s, it was a norm for many of the students to drop-out from schools 

and move to towns and cities for employment opportunities that paid meagre 

wages. It is not that Thulir has arrested the migration but it has certainly 

ensured the reduction in distress migration. It is difficult to define it as a 

challenge and apply universal solution. It has to be addressed on a case-by-case 

basis and the results cannot be quantified easily. 

Sustainability must also be viewed as how much of initiative or ownership that 

the stakeholders have over the community activities. Be it the farmers in Sittilingi 

coming forward to start the co-operative or teachers during the pandemic starting 

the decentralised schools, I see a hope in such initiatives. As a positive move 

away from the founder-driven models, they will help the community to be 

resilient in facing new challenges. 

How do you see the development of next generation 

leaders? 

I was also very touched to see how the teachers have grown into their own, over 

so many years. From being teenagers, to becoming parents, and being teachers in 

this school. The ownership that I could see in them - in the way they moved 

about, in the way they spoke of the school, in the way they feel this is a space 

they are co-creating - is very heartening. This ownership is also evident in how 

the women who are cooking for the school have taken charge of the menu and are 

providing such healthy and sumptuous food that is local to this region (and sadly 

not being eaten in many families!).  

The role of Thulir in the society 

I cannot view Thulir as a school on a stand-alone basis. I would like to see how it 

has aligned with other organisations like THI, SOFA, Porgai in bringing a more 

holistic development of the neighbourhood. The recent development of getting one 

of their members elected as Panchayat President is certainly a welcome 

development in expanding their role. 
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Pictures from her site visit 
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