LEARNING FROM EXPERIENCE

LIZ NEWBON

‘They’re looking for a teacher
to go to Chembakaolli...".
Within a few months of a
chance conversation on an
INSET day Liz left behind

a chilly British winter for
southern India. Here, she
reports on the nine months
she spent living, learning and
working alongside Adivasi
people in the Nilgiri Hills.

The tiny village of Chembakolli in southern
India is known to teachers and pupils
across the UK through ActionAid’s
educational resources and website. During
my time there | was based at Vidyodaya
School, in the town of Gudalur, a study
centre for young people from Chembakolli
and the surrounding villages. Vidyodaya's
mission is to ‘improve the quality of
education received by underprivileged

children in Adivasi communities and to
establish a culturally appropriate learning
system with active participation of the
community’. A teacher training scheme
has been established at the school and
Vidyodaya also supports community
education programmes for young Adivasi
(indigenous) people attending local
government schools. My role involved
teaching various subjects to pupils aged 5
to 14, sharing teaching methodologies and
developing learning materials. | also helped
the pupils write a weekly blog for the
ActionAid UK schools’ website (see web
panel) and kept a diary of my experiences,
extracts from which are provided below.

Time passes quickly and | am now back
teaching full-time in the UK. Chembakolli
is thousands of kilometres away, but the
memories of my time there will always be
with me.

Part of my role at Vidyodaya School
was to collect images and resources for
ActionAid. On my return to the UK |
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Young people playing during a holiday camp at Madhuvana tea estate, Devala.
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helped to put together new interactive
content and lesson ideas for the charity’s
schools website. My current class (a mix
of pupils from years 2, 3 and 4) learned
about southern India recently. Being able
to share artefacts, photographs, games
and stories from my own experiences
helped to bring the topic alive for the
pupils. Above all | wanted to challenge any
of the pupils’ preconceptions about India
and to emphasise the diversity of what is
an immense country in language, dress,
food, religion, culture and landscape.
We explored a number of localities, from
the bustling metropolis of Bengalaru
(Bangalore) to the peaceful village of
Chembakolli. We shared a blog with the
Vidyodaya pupils through the ActionAid
Schools website (see web panel). Pupils
used the blog to exchange information
about what their schools and lifestyles
are like, from food and farming to
playground games.

My experiences have also made me
question ideas of development and wealth.
Economic prosperity is often used as a
measure of how ‘developed’ a society is.
Often we think of ‘wealth’ as how many
things we own, the size of our house, the
car we drive, the clothes we wear. The
pupils at Vidyodaya School may not be
‘rich” in material possessions, but perhaps
wealth should really be about family,
friends and community. In this way many
of these pupils are wealthier and happier
than most.

ActionAid’s online
resources include:
e Downloadable
geography teaching
material: www.actionaid.
org.uk/102745/free_downloads.htm/
e Chembakolli: www.actionaid.org.
uk/102789/chembakolli.htm!
e Schools site: www.actionaid.org.
uk/100006/schools.html
e Vidyodaya School pupils blog: www.
chembakolli.com/blog/?p=1832
Chembakolli photo gallery (GA
members only): www.geography.org.
uk/resources/photogallery/chembakolli/
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Liz Newbon was class 3 teacher at
Blackawton Primary School in Devon and
is now travelling and working in Africa.
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