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Vidya Shankar, Relief Foundation,
Chennai

First of all, I want to thank my trainers, Dr. Jean Miller and Carla Foster for having inspired me. Besides
the hundreds of Montessorians that I have come across not by luck or chance, but by design. I stand
here before you to present what I have journeyed through for the last several years.
Before we begin my presentation and all of your interactions, which I expect, I would like to show you a
short film so we can reflect on the film while we go through or working through my presentation. “Seeds
of Peace” www.relieffoundation.in
On that note we begin. Building Montessori Families - that was the topic I wanted because that is
something I could speak about. The little bit whatever I have done, the work I have done to bring the
families inside has not been easy, but it has been such a tremendous joyful journey, with all its
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challenges. So I am here to share with you what happened after many years of working with children
where it all started.

* 18 years into children’s welfare and rights.
* Past Field work – juvenile courts, Children’s homes, Rural

school management, working with Balwadis, recruiting and
training teachers
* Current engagement – Montessori in rural areas - early child
care education resource centres aiding prevention of
delinquency and drop outs later in life.
* Social reform agenda through the centre as hub of
empowerment activities.
* Teaching Fellowship model of engagement for interested
youth to work in rural areas.

Eighteen years into children’s welfare and rights our work included work in juvenile courts, children’s
homes, rural school management, working with Balwadis, recruiting, and training teachers. We have
doubled in a lot of work. Very intense. Many years.
With our current engagement, we work exclusively and only to spread Montessori in rural areas. Early
childhood education resource center aids in the prevention of delinquency and dropouts later on in life,
which we discovered from our work for the last 18 years with several, several underprivileged and
underserved children.
Social reform agenda is actually the idea of the center. Montessori education
happens, but the
underlying philosophy of Dr. Montessori we go all out there to bring the community in. So we have
obtained a new way of recruiting people for such kind of an initiative. It is not easy, as we will all share
during the day. It is very difficult to trained guides to go and work in rural villages. Fourteen hours of
power cut, no electricity, no Internet, no T.V., nothing. What is there? There is only Montessori. There is
children. So, that much of inspiration you must be able to draw from them.
So what happened? The first one was born, after our several years of work, and my training in 2009 –
2010 with my great trainers, wonderful trainers, who inspire me continuously.

CASCADE MONTESSORI RESOURCE CENTRES –
Urban model
Jan 2011.

* Orientation on the philosophy and practice of Montessori Principles to
young parents, school teachers, home-schooling families

* Resource centre set up with AMI trained guides and material stacked
Montessori classrooms. 4 children join

April 2014

* Committed group of families sign up with an agreement. 20 families and
children by now.

April 2015

* 3 parents commit to take up training in primary and elementary courses
April 2016

* 1 parent completes the course enters the classroom, 2 are in training to
complete in Feb 2017.

* The Model evolves into a Family Learning Cooperative

from a Resource

centre, separating from Relief Foundation.

January 2011, the orientation and the philosophy and practice started at a small center and small
initiative. The resource centers we set up had a trained guide and the materials to the classroom. We did
not want to discount anything. We got all the materials. We got trained guides. I was the head of the
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organization; I did not enter the classroom. I had someone who was working with me, but I was
mentoring her.
April 2014, a committed group of families. So it took three years. A lot of turnovers. Parents just gave up.
They said, “What is this? You are asking us to do so many things. You are asking us to change so many
things. So we don’t know. Our children have such huge behavior issues. They have so much freedom
here.” So many allegations.
So, we had to work patiently, constantly, providing the support as much for the child as to the families.
To believe in us; to trust in us. Because I was new to education. If you had asked people in Chennai, in
justice, they all know me. But, in education, I am a newbie. If I am talking a little aggressively, I will falter.
So I had to go very slow, I had to go with the family. I use to make home visits. I use to go spend time
with their children. Slowly, slowly, slowly, we started building their trust. The hardest of all was make them
think that they would become teachers as well.
So, finally, in April 2014, a committed group of families sign up with an agreement. 20 families have joined
by then.
In April 2015, three parents coming to take the training in the primary and elementary courses. In 2016,
one parent completes the primary course and enters the classroom. Two are in training and complete
next year.
So the model to have a family learning cooperative, it is this year. It took me five years. It took five full
years to make the parents pull themselves up and think they could lead an education space as a team. It
is a completely democratic space. So everybody have off-taken responsibilities for it. You will hear a
couple of parents talking as well.
We are now going to split it out from the Relief Foundation and it is going to become a separate
cooperative society; the first in the country. It is going to be completely manned by families.
What about the rural center. We can’t just stop at the city center. Our work itself is in the rural center. So
we wanted to pilot this in the city and found that families were accepting.
In the fourth year we started working. From 2013, this great work started. So we created a repository of
Montessori collectibles; books, videos and established the Urban Centre to benefit the rural team who
are just getting ready. It requires a lot of unlearning and priming up to a course. As many of you know, it
is not easy to just train a rural person. They have to have a lot of unlearning. They have to come out of
their dream. They should finish their dreaming. They should have felt that their children or the children
around them deserve this. That is a tall climb, because for them a sense of self is very poor sometimes.
So the orientation reading seminars, writing practices. They had to learn to write, because many of them
passed school, they did their college, even in rural areas they would not be able to write essays.
So we prepared them. They had the teaching fellowship, of which I will be explaining to you what it is. So
we had these trainings and classes in the urban center.
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CASCADE MONTESSORI RESOURCE CENTRES –
Rural Centre 1
May 2013

* Repository of Montessori collectibles – books, videos , established in the
Urban centre for benefiting rural team and the families in it already.

* Orientation, reading seminars, writing practice, discussions , preparing
Teaching Fellowship trainees in CASCADE urban

* April 2014
* First trained rural candidate

selected based on several criteria, for our
city centre to gain experience.

April 2015 – Rural Centre 1 launch

* 2nd Trained candidate selected for setting up starting our first rural
centre in Javvadhu Hills, Thiruvannamalai.

* Two local youth arrive for orienting as assistants in the classroom and for
parent liaison.

* Building ,infrastructure and materials almost complete.

By 2014, the first trained rural candidate was selected based on several criteria for our city center to gain
experience.
The training had happened. 2013 – 2014. Then the second trained candidate was selected for setting up
our first rural center in Javvadhu Hills, Thiruvannamalai. He is 3-6, trained from Bombay and he is
currently undergoing his 6 -12 as well.
We also selected two rural youth. So this boy, who did his 3-6 AMI, he is a software engineer. He says, “I
am done with that life, and I am entering this zone. So I am just coming to you.” He is 25, 26. He just
walked into this space, after a lot of orientation hours. He will stay. And he is. And he is wonderful doing
very well.
The two local youth, we brought them in from that village to Chennai, a big step from them, two tribal
youth to get them to Chennai, to get them to train. Not train, more orient. To be his assistants, because
we wanted the local people to believe that their boys are capable. So we gave them a lot of inputs on the
Montessori philosophy. And how this whole thing works and how they both should assist the main head
who is going to be the teacher.
So the infrastructure and materials were almost complete by April 2015. So this is our rural center you will
see in Thiruvannamalai.

This is a special place. It is a dry toilet. I put up this picture with a purpose.
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Many of them think that toilet is a big issue in villages. We busted it. Actually there is no need for creating
anything. This is just a covered place where we use cocoa pit and ash. It is called eco sand toilets. We
created the first ever in the whole district. I decided that I really don’t want to have an underground sump.
Overflowing sewage. We did not have any mechanism at the top of a hill. We did not want to take any
chances. So this is functioning beautifully in this place.
CASCADE MONTESSORI RESOURCE CENTRES –
Rural Centre 1 continued
May 2015

* The AMI 3 to 6 trained from RTI, Mumbai anointed as the Centre head.
June 2015

*

Inauguration of the centre by local parents and one of our donors, 10 parents
immediately admit their children.

*

10 children older than 8 years come in the evening for coaching and guidance in
subjects.

Sep 2015

*

10 children come in the morning regularly and 13 children in the evening.

April 2016

*
*

Study circles for parents launched. Interested families in the neighborhood attend.
Local NGO - Don Bosco Hostels for tribal Children, approach us for orienting
teachers in Child Friendly education.

June 2016

*
*

Parents interact with CASCADE Urban families, clarify doubts and expectations .
The two centres Children form bonds and promise to write to each other and keep
in constant touch.

Then what happened? The first center still continued in May 2015. The operation of the center by local
parents and one of our donors. Ten parents put in their children. Ten children want to come after school.
There are older children. They wanted to come and see. The younger siblings had arrived there. They
wanted to know how they would like to come and spend time with them. I said okay.
Children started coming regularly. Ten is a big number to start with in a village. It is not easy to get ten
children. So we had done a lot of survey and propagation work. In a very friendly way, not aggressive, but
going and visiting families. We go and spoke with a leader. That is how it was in the village.
It took one whole year for the parents to also kind of know, “Okay, they are here to stay.” Otherwise, you
know this big structure, the kind of gargantuan picture it presents, they all feel, oh the money is coming
from somewhere. They should give everything free. So we did charge them a nominal amount. So we
said, “We are not going to give it to you free.” If you want you can add your children. So we had dropouts
as well. They thought it was like the government and could get everything free. We said, “We are not the
government.”
Small traders and farmers and drivers as well and very conservative Muslim families sent their children
there. And, we also busted the myth that younger children have to be cared for only by women. That was
a big doubt they had. They could not believe that boys would look after 2 year old and 2.5 year olds.
When our center head was presented to them, they had so much doubt. They said, “But only ladies will
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come for this kind of a job. How are you selecting a male? How will he do? He is not a mother; he is not
even married.” So we faced all those questions. We faced it, and actually let him answer. I had prepared
him to face the parents, and he slowly, slowly set them at peace.
And then a local NGO emerged there. They found our place very interesting. They wanted us to come
and give an orientation about child rights and child friendly practices. We agreed. For free. Why not? So
there. Do it.
So in June 2016, we had parents interact with our city center families. We went there. They asked them
lots of questions. So our city center, those urban center families were all convinced of what was
happening here. So they took the time to spend with the rural families and reassured them that this place
was here to stay and we are all going to be involved, and your children are just as capable of learning as
much as our children. It is all going to be equal.
That gave them the courage. Many of them came and interacted with us. Then they said that now we are
really convinced. So our children are also your children’s classrooms are also like this? And we said,
“Yes.” And then we showed them pictures of how the city center’s classroom is. And they said, “Yah, we
have seen that all the children are having the same materials.” So that was very interesting.
And the two centers’ children formed bonds. They were so happy to meet each other. And there was
equality; there was equity; there was friendship. They played for so many hours they played together.
There was not even one bit of, “Oh, these are tribal children. We are not supposed to play.” Nothing. All
inhibitions were only in the minds of some of the adults, but even they removed it by the time they saw
the children playing.
So the second center, the center head who was trained with us in the city, who had experience in the
city, moved to the village. So the inauguration of the center. We had no politician. We had no fanfare.
Nothing. The father of the center head did the ceremony. All the parents were there. The children lit the
lamp. The grandmother came and sang a song and it was inaugurated.

CASCADE MONTESSORI RESOURCE CENTRES –
Rural Centre 2
May 2015

* Centre head or the main teacher ready after experience with the Urban
centre.

June 2015

*

Inauguration of the centre by local parents. 18 parents immediately admit their
children.

*

Children older than 8 years come in the evening for coaching and guidance in
subjects.

Jan 2016

*

Study circles launched among parents, facilitated by the centre head.

Mar 2016

*

Visitors from a rural teacher training institute come in for observation as they
have never seen an authentic Montessori classroom.

July 2016

*

First step towards self sustenance, parents increase stake in the centre to 30 pc
of funding and responsibilities

So the children older than 8 years came in the evening for coaching and guidance on all subjects,
because our center had so much to offer, even if it was for the 3-6. I am sure many of you know that the
children in government schools hardly get anything. Even at 8 years they do not know even the states of
India. They know nothing. So they can come and get it from our center.
It took again one year. If you call them for a study circles, they will not come. They be in doubt. We are
very busy. Oh sorry, we don’t want to come. We do not need to come. But still we did not force them.
We went to their homes. We said look we have something to show you. You come and try out the
materials here. You come and watch us, how your children are. Come and talk us. Come and talk to the
children and how they think. So slowly, slowly, slowly. We did not get it the same year. Now it is there.
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Now we have about 60% attendance, which is a good number for us to start with, because they are the
ones that will carry this forward for the other parents.
So there was a rural training center, and they sent their teachers to visit our place, which is good because
some of them who had not seen such a set-up, had only heard about Montessori came and visited our
space.
Now in July, parents have agreed to increase the fee they are paying to the center, which has not been
so easy until they were thoroughly convinced. They would spend on all kinds of things. We know they will
spend money on the temple festivals, they will do for all kinds of things, but they do not want to give for
education.
Now, there are parents coming to do canvassing for the center with the center head and they do go and
talk to other parents who are not willing to pay little extra fees, they just tell them this place has to stay
here. It should not wind up and go. We should be here. We are here to stay. So that is how they have a
big promise there.
Who are these Montessori families? I would say definitely the first is my own family who has started.
From here I had to build my family to understand Montessori, because it was not known. None of my
parents have a legacy of Montessori, nor a social worker. Nothing. It was completely new. So, initially it
was a huge mountain to climb. But slowly, my daughter did the course and then she finished her Masters
in Elementary Montessori in Connecticut and now she is a teacher in Chicago. So that was one arrival for
a mother. So that was a big task, so that at least what I want to do is going to have some next legacy.
The Primary and Elementary guides, their families, parents of the children who attend the center, staff
families, the rural communities, the urban neighborhood and the fellowship trainees.

*CASCADE Montessori families
CREATING MINDFIELDS THAT COUNTER OPPRESSIVE
“RAT RACE” CULTURE

* The head of organisation
* Primary and elementary guides
* Parents
* Grand parents and relatives
* Staff families
* Rural communities, Urban neighborhood
* Fellowship Trainees

So this is our Rural Center 2.
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Now there is a difference between the urban and the rural center. If you see the urban, the parents come
in search of a place because it is an alternate space. There is a reputation there. People have known
about us. So they just go by word of mouth.

*
* Urban – Answer to a search for an alternate to
the oppressive school culture.

* Rural –

Model reaches parent communities with a
message of the Child’s right to peaceful
education as a mode to prevent migration into
cities.

But the rural area is not so. Always any new initiative is looked at with a lot of doubt. You are going to ask
us money? Someone is giving you money? Why are you here? What is in it for you? They have a
thousand questions.
We do the outreach. We carry the message of child’s right to peaceful education as a mode to prevent
migration into cities. So they are staying back in the villages. In our earlier experiences as well by working
with other government and private schools, we have found families coming back to the village and
saying, “I want admission into this school. I heard you people are here. My grandfather belonged to this
village. So, want to come back and you must give me admission because I belong to this village. You
can’t give admission to somebody else.” That was an interesting thing, that remigration was happening.
What is the Role and Stake? It is important that the head of the organization to have a diploma. Definitely,
because otherwise it just does not gel. What the teachers are saying it will not work. For me, it mattered a
lot, even though I have a very big child’s rights presence. The training, the rigor of it makes the difference.
We get the language to be able to speak to the families to speak to the communities to present yourself.
We had the power.
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* Head

of the organisation

* A Montessorian by training and its practitioner by spirit.
* Sets the mission and expectations of the centre.
* Arrives at a team vision with stakeholders participation
* Public interface presenting the Cooperative highlights to
interested people, press and media.

* Handles First level enquiry before handing over to the Parent
core group.

* Mentors guides for tracking and supporting children in class.
* Anchors study circle sessions.
* Supports parents to take up training courses with pre and post
course preparations.

We set the mission and the expectations of the center. We arrive at a team vision with the stakeholders’
participation. We are the public interface and we present to the press and the media. We express
ourselves. We handle the first level of inquiry before handing over to the Parent core group. Mentors
guides for tracking and supporting the children in class. We have study circle sessions. We supported
parent to take training courses with pre- and post- course preparations. Believe me, in my center I have
one year of parent preparation. So this year they are starting in August, they will take the course next
year. Last year they started the course with parents. Where two days in a week they have to have
sittings with me. We read the Montessori books together. We discuss what changes and everything.
There are three of them taking the course this year. It has not been easy.
The Primary Guides. There responsibilities are listed and the Elementary Guides, what they do. They are
stakeholders. Their families do come. To watch what their children are doing. We have two primary
guides. One is a parent. One is a girl who just finished her course last year.

* Primary Guides

* lessons to children, follow up, tracking, yearly reports.
* Guidelines for family.
* Issues that hinder normalization.
* Engaging Parents with guidelines.
* Whole family involvement.
* Silent journey.
* Home visits.

* Elementary guides

* Elementary readiness, preparation.
* Great lessons and key lessons, follow up, tracking, yearly reports.
* Normalization and character development.
* Code of conduct agreement.
* Periodic Conferencing .
* Home visits.
* Silent journey.
* Parent volunteer-ship promotion, orientation.

So the parents in the rural model, the stake has now become a full round. Parents have become member
of the cooperative. They have to get a full set of Montessori books. That is it, and their commitment
towards Montessori principles in parenting their children. They have to adhere to simple living. And all of
them have signed into say no to T.V., and no to gadgets, no to computers, no to desktops. Nothing. So,
all of them have. This has not been easy. Believe me, it has not been easy. If anything I have had to talk
them into, and show them, and convince them, because many of them have Ph.D.s and many of them
are very, very technology savvy software engineers. So they believe that children also must be tech
“savvy.” So it becomes very difficult. It has been a wonderful way of convincing them with scientific data,
especially with a lot of studies with Dr. Dmitri and many other Ted Talks we show them with evidence. So
then they move on to talking to other parents who have just entered.
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* Parents
In the urban model

* Membership of the cooperative.
* Get a full set of 17 books ! for their reading seminars and
study circles, on admitting their child.

* Commitment towards Montessori principles in parenting the
child/ren.

* Adhere to simple living.
* No to TV, toys, electronic gadgets, mall culture, junk food,
parties.

* Yes to respectful communication, traditions, God faith, family

culture, clutter free households, only optimal belongings for all at
home.

* Admissions, Administration, maintenance of environment and
the premises towards complete management of the
cooperative.

* Attend study circles regularly and share experiences.
* Mentorship of new families.
* Anchor sessions for shared learning from own experiences on
healthy, productive and happy living.

They say yes to respectful communication. This is again a huge challenge. It has not been easy. Many of
them take a long time to tone their decibels down. They are addressing the child respectfully. Talking, not
calling across the room. All of these are huge arrivals for the parent, and they do it, because we
constantly keep guiding them to do it. Just gently reminding them. You should not do this. Look at how
you should do it. Just watch. Don ‘t react immediately. All of this is very important.
They have also taken up the administration and maintenance of their environment, the premises and the
complete management of the place.
They also have to attend study circles for which they have seventeen books. They are given a reading
schedule. The guides prepare the reading schedule. They review what needs to be read and then they
come after reading with us. They mark off points. Every alternate Saturday we have this reading session.
This is besides the priming up for the course, for the Montessori preparatory course, which the parents
get twice a week during the weekdays. This is besides that - a very high intensity of involvement with the
families. They mentor the new families. So that is also their role. They anchor sessions with shared
learning on health, productive and happy living, and all the things they do.
Now, parents in the rural model are just getting there. They are just getting there. They are first to commit
themselves. They abstain from T.V. watching. They try their best. Because T.V. is given for free. I don’t
know how many of you know that. They have free cable connection. They whole time the grandparents
and the parents, the labor force; the working percentage has come down because of availability of FOX.
The productivity in the farmlands has come down. They have lost native knowledge on what is happening
to their lands. This is being addressed by very calm steps towards talking to parents to abstain from T.V.
and working with their child within the family. Believe me, there is junk food; there are expensive toys that
have trickled right into remote villages. It is not easy. And electronic gadgets and color video games and
all those things have crept in there. And what we have taken for granted so much in villages. Whatever
we thought about. In villages, we think basic human respect is there, isn’t it. We believe. Even that is
gone. Basic human respect is gone.
The children are just rushing off to school. They come back. They are frustrated. They throw their bags.
They just throw their things. They go off to play. They come back. They demand food. They just through
their food plate. They don’t wash after themselves. This was very disheartening for me. And the parents
felt that the entire onus of bringing up your children and building their character was too much for them to
carry. So that was something that we could do. The parents are attending study circles regularly now
after one year. They help the staff to develop awareness sessions for new parents in the community.
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* Parents
In the rural model

* Commitment towards Montessori principles in parenting
the child/ren.

* Abstain from TV watching, gadgets usage, buying
expensive gifts and eating/buying junk food.

* Attend study circles regularly and share experiences.
* Go along with staff team on awareness sessions for new
parents in the community.

Grandparents and relatives. This is a big chunk of people we don’t even consider. But we want them to
also be signed into what their grandchildren are doing. Because it is so difficult otherwise a grandchild
goes to their home and the T.V. is switched on and that is all. They learn the developmental needs of the
children. They are asked to come to sessions with us. We coax them to it. We don’t force or anything.
But we tell them, “Why don’t you come? You know a lot. This will add value to what you already know.”
Because all of them at that age, oh don’t teach me anything new. I know all this. I have seen all this. But
this is understandable. We respect that. And we tell them, no, no. Please come, sure. But this is
something very new. In a school you would not be able to see inside a school to see a classroom, but
ours is outside of the school some come and see. So we invite them during weekends. We go over to
their houses. There is a lot of interaction that has happened.
Respectful communication and then dignity and respect for the child, especially that they should not be
comparing two of their grandchildren - one going to a Montessori and the other going to a regular school.
Why is she telling “Ba Ba Black Sheep.” Why is she not doing this? Why is she not doing that? So we ask
the grandparents to just wait; to be patient. This they need to know.

*
* Observe the guidelines for the family culture –
* Simple living.
* Learn the developmental needs of their children.
* Play and spend time with the children, instead of
watching TV.

* Respectful communication.
* Unconditional love to the children.
* Dignity and respect for the child.

The rural communities, even the places where our families come from matter to us. So we talk to them in
some ways when we go for our awareness programs. The cultural festivals, which are organized in the
villages our staff goes out and address the parents in the communities. Gently sow the seeds of
interesting points for the parents to consider. So the dignity and the respect for the child, the priory to
educate for the young children and the parents, and spreading the good word about what they observe
and that is what is happening in the center. It is their village, their center. They should feel a sense of
pride.

*

* Unconditional love to the children.
* Dignity and respect for the child.
* Priority to education for the young child and the
parents.

* Spreading the good word about what they
observe that’s happening in the centre.
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Same with our staff families.

* Nurture the changes in perspective that the

teachers and staff are undergoing internally,
towards life.

* Discuss or listen proactively on the classroom
happenings with them.

* Live a simple – no ostentation life as what the
teacher and staff are aspiring.

They too are able to understand that they are staff. They come back with stories. They should give them
a listening ear. And not just shoo them off and say, “Oh, he is talking a Montessori story again.” That
turns off the enthusiasm of our staff. They have a lot of stories to share. Where are they going to share?
Of course with us they have, but in other ways.
So lead a simple life. No ostentatious life what the teacher and the staff are aspiring. We ask families to
de-clutter their homes, and provide space for the children to run around. Put away all the stuff. Don’t
have toys. So no other toys as well. That is a very interesting thing that they found. How can you say no
to toys? My god. They have grown up with stuffed toys all around them. So then we slowly, slowly,
slowly, slowly relinquish that power. And then slowly we bring out what there is inside and everything,
and during our study sessions. So those are the most effective ways for us. We don’t have to answer
everything and tell them rules. They are aware of all this when they read Dr. Montessori’s work.
Fellowship Trainees. Who are these people? They are inspired youth willing to convince family of the
commitment to be a change he wants to see in the world. They are the ones who set out for the training
and ultimately head of a rural resource center. The one-year of training they have to take and three-years
minimum of commitment to us to be in the environment. The role of center head may happen if he
chooses to stay on beyond three years. That is the role of the person. Aspires to be a change agent.
Forms a good relationship with communities around the center he or she intends to be a part of. This is a
very important person to us. They are handpicked. They are selected very, very carefully.

* An inspired youth willing to convince his family of his
commitment to be a change he wants to see in the
world. Rural Montessori Resource Centre

* 1 year + training, 3 years min in the environment.
* Role of a centre head may happen if he chooses to
stay on beyond 3 years.

* Aspires to be a change agent, form a good

relationship with communities around the Centre
he / she is intends to be a part of.

* Ensures families in their center’s precincts get a

deeper understanding of the work to be undertaken
in the village and the social reform expected.

They ensure families in their center’s precincts get a deeper understanding of the work to be undertaken
in the village and the social reform that is expected. This center head will be a defining person in that
village, who will gather respect from the community. We have to be very careful in selecting such a
person.
I will quickly go through the timeline of how a rural center is set-up. They approach us. There are two who
are selected and go through the course. After the training in three years, they have to select a place in the
village. We don’t just let them finish the course, and then go and start a center. It is impossible. It is not
possible for me and my small team to go out and monitor all the time. I have seen so many environments
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where only the head is trained and is not in the classroom. There is a huge issue there. I am being
honest. I am head of the organization, but I am in the classroom.
* Interested youth approach us with some idea of our work
* 2 of them are selected for a rigorous training and orientation
on Montessori philosophy and practice, in Tamil, while
building up their English proficiency.

* They are deployed into one of our existing centres to work for
a period of 3 years.

* During the final year they identify a place for starting a centre
in their village.

* A survey undertaken for prospects and interests.
* The venue is made ready, materials ordered for start up by
the end of 3rd year.

* The beginning of 4th year, the centre starts with the
experienced trainee, funded by us

* Refresher courses on farming and supplementary income at
the centre for the Centre head.

* End of 8th year with us, we expect the youth to move towards
self sufficiency.

All my people know that between 9 and 3 I cannot be contacted. So everything happens after three. I am
in the class. I am with the children. I see them with my eyes. I live with them in that time.
That is what has given me the energy and power to talk what I am talking. To be able to explain to the
parents about how their children are functioning in class. You cannot have second-hand information. If
you are the inspired one, you should be in the classroom. By diluting it, giving your albums, like Margaret
said, it is like opening up a Swiss watch and giving one piece here, and one piece here, and one piece
here, and then it is not a watch.
So that is something that I strongly feel. All my trained people I clearly mention they have to be in the
classroom. After 3 what you do is our NGO kind of work. But otherwise your children need you there. So
you have to be there. Not negotiable at all.
During the final year they identify a place for starting a center in the village. A survey is taken for prospects
and interests. A venue is made ready with ordered materials. It is usually a rented place, usually, unlike
some of the places where we are looking at land and building. It is a huge investment, but what happens
it becomes a non-replicable model.
If I am going to invest huge amounts of money, where will it all come from? Who will own it? Who will run
it? It has to belong to the community. It is up to the center head to convince a village person that he
wants to rent a center and they have to give him that place at a low cost. We allow him to do that
spadework. If he is not able to find one, he continues to work with us. Until he finds something on his
own, we don’t allow that.
So the venue is made ready, materials are ordered for the start up by the end of the third year. At the
beginning of the fourth year, the center starts with an experienced trainee funded by us. We fund it
completely. He gets a salary. Though he started a center. Though it looks like an entrepreneur model, but
we support him. So we offer different kinds of supplementary courses - farming.
At the end of the 8th year we expect that the youth move towards self-sufficiency. So it is a long timeline.
The center becomes completely his. He takes the fees. He runs it. He has supplementary programs
going on. Whatever, whatever, he runs the center on his own. But from point 1 to point 8 we hold him. It
is not easy to just start.
That is the interesting thing when people say, “Why you have only two centers?” Come and ask me,
come and see me personally. I cannot talk about this on the phone and I cannot answer it just like that. It
is such intense work.
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Now, the interesting part. The physical fitness of my children is fantastic; they don’t fall sick. Mental
maturity - they are all very calm, even if something is happening, they listen; okay. If there is conflict, there
are conflicts; there are sometimes mudslinging happening, but the ones who are older take charge. They
look after others. What is right? What is wrong? All the characteristics of these children you will see, but it
takes time.

* Physical fitness
* Mental maturity
* Moral awakening
* Social connections
* Spiritual
quiescence

* Effect of TV
* Needs of “special
needs children”

* Work around the

house vs classroom
concentration

* Freedom and
discipline

* Normalisation

and
its challenges for
parents

After 5 years, this is my fifth year. After so many changes that have happened, still in five years I can say
that these are what my children are showing. For me, I am seeing what affect of T.V. is doing to children.
What is actually special needs children? I have a very different take on it. We could discuss it at another
time. I am not trained on special needs. I tell the parents I don't want to see any of your reports. You just
bring a child. Let us collaborate for the child. That is all. I don’t want anything else. Only thing, we have to
be on the same page of how we respectfully treat this child. Special needs, he can’t understand… No. I
won’t take all that. So these are very important things that helped me connect with families. They think I
feel their child is special in a different way.
Freedom and discipline – work around the house. This is another thing. The families all think that they
should not be doing all these kind of works. So as a first requirement when you come to Cascade is that
how many hours is a child doing housework? What? housework? You don’t give homework? No we
don’t give homework, but how much is he doing around the house? So then the parents look at each
other. Hmm, we never thought of it. Yeah, starting right now. So the children don’t get homework, but
they do have to do a lot of housework.
They don’t even report to me at all. We can see the child in the class. Children who are doing work at
home you will see the climb in the level of concentration and the ability to grasp concepts. So from point
0 they start climbing. So then I don’t even need to ask the parents if they are doing more housework.
And they don't even report to me. You know Auntie they doing a lot of cooking. You don’t need to tell
me. I don’t have to think about it. I am seeing it already in the children. So there is nothing to worry about.
Freedom and discipline is a very different story when it comes to families who have not experienced
freedom and feel always discipline is from outside. So I have to take that. The normalization is a big
challenge for the parents. The child is normalizing beautifully. The parents have to normalize. They have to
let go of their past, let go of their griefs, their pain spots. The feeling has to start. I tell them honestly, take
me as a member of your family, from the day the healing starts for you, your child will start learning. That
is how I put it. That might take one year, two years. It all depends on how much time they are willing to
spend with me if they do have pain spots.
So at the rural centers we are looking at this. We are still not there as I told you. We are still one year.
After two years we expect this. After three years we expect this. After five years is when some changes
we can expect which are significant. So for five years somebody has to invest their time in the center.
Which is something which the patience of our donor who is willing to fund us, patience of the parents
who are in the center, patience of the center and patience of the head of the organization, it is patience.
And a lot of sacrifice, joyful sacrifice. This is what I wanted to share with you. And thank you very much!
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* After 1 year, now!
*

Atleast 15 to 20 Interested parents come regularly for our
programs, besides children attending classes regularly.

* Expected after 2 years –
* 90 to 100 pc participation in all our programs by the local
community and parents

* Expected after 3 years –
*

Regular enquiries and admissions for children and families
for the classroom andparenting courses offered.

* Expected After 5 years –
* Significant changes in.
* Environment upkeep.
* Responsible parenting practices in the community.
* Drop in anti- family and anti- social activities
* Pass percentages in the local school where our children go to,
School drop out ratio decreases

EsF Assembly, 8 August 2016

Page 15

