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T
en years back, on a Sunday 
morning, or so I think it 
was, on a visit to Auroville, I 
came across Rajeev, a fellow 

alumnus of SAICE, a person I knew 
a little as he was just a year senior to 
me and knew a little more too because 
in the days of ‘B’ group he had quite 
a reputation! Rajeev conjured up im-
mediately to mind the image of a self-
willed, independent, non-compliant 
and unfettered person — the kind of 
person to whom I would ask, when we 
met, if the snakes were doing fine and 
whether the mongooses were happy! 

At that chance meeting in Au-
roville, Rajeev had the usual indul-
gent smile as I enquired about his 
"pets", but then he slowly turned the 
conversation to how he was trying to 
structure the Physical Education Department for 

the Auroville school children. This was my turn 
to, “you must be joking, right?” smile. But slowly 
as we talked I realised that this was not a joke, 
and that Rajeev sincerely felt the need to organise 
something to channel the energies of the children 
of Auroville. He held the time spent in group in 
his growing years very dearly and wanted the 
children around him to grow up with a similar 
important and unforgettable experience.

The years rolled by, and the exchange receded 
to the dark recesses of memory. Sometimes in 
brief conversations with other Aurovillians, espe-
cially those I knew had children, it would cross 
my mind to ask them about their “group” and 
how it was coming along, but I never really did. 

Early 2008, just another chance meeting with Ra-
jeev on the roads of Pondicherry and I smirk and 
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ask him, “So! How is Auroville Dada managing 
the kids?” 

“All is good, long way to go but we are getting 
there…,” is what he tells me. I congratulate him 
on his efforts and in my mind readjust my opin-
ion of the man. Rajeev had actually got down to 
channelling the time and energy of children and 
adolescents! 

Just as I reset my brain I hear, “…there’s some-
thing else. We’re busy with the school too…”

The incredulous look on my face must have 
prompted his reply, “You should come visit us 
sometime. We’re trying something.”

And this is how, some time later, I found my-
self on Rajeev’s veranda, sipping some delicious 
ginger tea which Falguni, his wife, made for us, 
before she left to teach at the Deepanam School 
in Auroville. And thus, in the midst of sylvan sur-
roundings and a kukri snake in a bottle hiding 
from the sunlight, I decide to shed all prejudice 
and listen to what Rajeev has to say....

Once the children in Auroville complete their 
stint at the Kindergarten, two roads diverge in 
front of them. One leads to Transition School and 
the other, less travelled, leads to Deepanam. 

Deepanam has had a colourful past with sev-
eral teams changing their approaches towards 
alternative education, which resulted in parents 

losing their confidence in the school and conse-
quently imminent closure by the then manage-

ment. 
It was in the midst of this confu-

sion that some highly motivated par-
ents came together to reorganise the 
aims and raison d’être of Deepanam. 
This was in 2006.

And thus with a conviction that 
“what will be is uncertain but what 
is, is not acceptable” this small group 
approached the authorities to pick 
up the pieces of Deepanam and cre-
ate a school that had a different focus. 
Rajeev of the “snake-and-scorpion-
loving-nature-freak” and “not-so-
studious” reputation led this little 
effort and thus a new chapter in the 
Deepanam School began.

It is late morning now and as I 
listen to Rajeev and take notes, kukri 
decides to further dig its head into 

the sand. 
“It’s a nocturnal snake, non-venomous and 

very shy. Want to touch it?” And so I do, and 
happy memories of days in Lake and with Atma’s 
animals come flashing back! To me a large part of 
“education” had been those unforgettable price-
less “unacademic” moments that so characterise 

our school! And I knew that morning that later 
when we visit the school, the children at Deepa-
nam would in turn acquire a distinct unforget-
table memory of “the day we touched the kukri 
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and learnt all about it.” 
When the new guard of teachers decided to 

take up the running of the Deepanam School, 
they were looking for inspiration. It was time to 
start anew and differently and the way forward 
revealed itself from the writings of Sri Aurobindo 
and the Mother. A system of “free progress” would 
be put in place, inspired and based on Their writ-
ings. What is interesting and beautiful is that the 
teachers approached those at Delafon at SAICE 
to seek help and guidance. It was, according to 
them, the most simple and yet the best way to 
start the process, as the source of help could not 
have been more directly connected to the visions 

of the Mother and Sri Aurobindo and the inputs 
could not have been more hands-on, practical 
and essential. The help from Delafon was equally 
spontaneous and forthcoming. This exchange 
has proved capital and pivotal in helping Deepa-
nam grow healthy, strong and deeply rooted in 
the principles of the “free progress system”. 

Age group and the child’s competency in 
English — it being the medium of instruction 
— define the classes. The objective of a class is 
not necessarily achieved with everyone doing the 
same thing. Children are encouraged to think dif-
ferently and reach the objective according to their 
ability. 

From DelaFon to Deepanam

As recounted by Anjana Sarkar ’66

When Rajeev and Falguni approached us, the 
teachers of Delafon, for help and guidance for 
Deepanam school, our reaction was spontane-
ous, happy and forthcoming. It was very clear that 
the current organisa-
tion at Deepanam 
was extremely keen 
and motivated to 
keep the school alive; 
and not just anyhow. 
They were eager to 
implement as far as 
possible the princi-
ples of a free progress 
system as laid out by 
the Mother and Sri 
Aurobindo. 

One of the first 
things we observed 
was that certain faculties that needed to be 
developed before the child could handle free-
dom were not being tackled. At that young age 
just providing freedom of choice does not take 
you anywhere, so we had to work on the teach-
ers so that they were able to give the students 
tools to handle freedom. They had to start by 
imparting the basic approach to language, 
reading and mathematics. Also required were 

exercises in increasing the children’s concentra-
tion span, enabling them to develop poise and 
the ability to pursue and persevere. Even with 
art and handwork there needs to be a certain 
guidance otherwise it is not uncommon to see 
a child draw boats or trains all year long unless 

asked, encouraged to 
explore and attempt 
new subjects.

 The freedom has 
to be guided. While 
it is good to let the 
children choose and 
pursue their inter-
ests, a misguided 
sense of freedom can 
easily put them in a 
rut and also prevent 
them from taking up 
new challenges that 
need more effort on 

their part. We have observed this also in Dela-
fon. And therefore a correct balance between 
what needs to be covered and a freedom in the 
approach has to evolve.

The other area was more concrete: we 
showed the teachers how we had prepared and 
classified our material suited to age groups and 

continued on facing page...
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The pace of learning and progress is not im-
posed, nor are the children accorded any special 
attention or mention if they are “ahead”. This 
policy discourages to an extent the sense of rival-
ry, comparison and unhealthy competition. 

The function of the teacher is to inculcate in 
the student a will and desire to learn, to devel-
op in the student the urge to excel and live up 
to new challenges. Individual classes, which do 
not exceed 8 to 10 students, enable a teacher to 
closely monitor the progress and the level of the 
students. Given the fact that different approaches 
to the same subject are encouraged, teachers pre-
pare each class with varied material to cater to the 

diversity of needs. 
The school functions Monday through Fri-

day. The morning hours are devoted to regular 
subjects. Activities are organised on the basis of 
a weekly schedule that is fixed by the teachers in 
consultation with the students.

The afternoon session is based on activities 
the students select. Thus a single class can have 
mixed age groups. Activities include clay mod-
elling, crafts, embroidery, painting, tie and dye, 
cooking, origami, soft toys and puppet mak-
ing and dance. A library and computers are also 
made available for their use. 

Deepanam has an open policy for the children 

stages of development. We showed them our 
library and our atelier too was open to them. 
We told them that they were free to borrow or 
photocopy our class 
sheets. Some of our 
material that was no 
longer in use was also 
given to them. They 
were free to develop 
it further and add 
sheets that were more 
relevant to their use 
and environment. We 
have shown them our 
model that they can 
adopt and later adapt 
to the constraints and 
advantages of their 
specific situation. 

We have also pointed out to them that the 
key to the success of a free progress system is 
coordination and harmony between the teach-
ers. At Deepanam the teachers ranged from 
those who had very fixed and specific views of 
what “free progress” meant, to individuals with 
no teaching background but with a lot of good-
will to learn. So for some, their old baggage had 
to be shed while for others the experiment was 
fresh and new. It is also important when work-

ing in a group to have the flexibility to break 
and regroup. It helps teachers to bring fresh-
ness to their approach and prevents monotony 
and from there a certain amount of disturbance 
within the teacher. Here at Delafon we have that 

possibility and we have 
told them at Deepa-
nam that this flexibil-
ity is important.

On the whole we 
find the current batch 
of teachers at Deepa-
nam highly motivated. 
Whatever we have done 
and provided has been 
extremely spontane-
ous and rewarding. 
Rajeev is a nice, happy, 
energetic personality 
who has maintained 
very cordial connec-

tions with the teachers and group captains in our 
school. It is that old connection that gave him 
the idea to approach us and we were willing to 
do what we could. 

Both our organisations have the same aim; 
the outer circumstances however vary. Deepa-
nam will therefore slowly have to evolve an ap-
proach that best suits its own specific environ-
ment. Meanwhile we are happy to collaborate 
in their effort.   

...continued from previous page
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This is an area where inputs from the teachers of 
Delafon have helped Deepanam significantly. 

With the age group of the students in the 
school ranging from 8 to 14, it is clear that new ar-

eas of learning and new subjects have 
to be introduced and encouraged by 
the teachers so that the students’ ener-
gies can be channelled and their inter-
est focussed.... Kukri meanwhile was 
using an interesting wriggle process 
and covering himself with as much 
sand as he could in his glass jar.

While the focus remains on the 
progress of the child, and the path to 
achieve that is the “free progress”, the 
school also keeps in mind the levels 
and standards reached by similar age 
groups in conventional schools in 
India. This is achieved on occasion 
by using text books from the Nation-
al Council of Educational Research 
and Training, maintaining primarily 

a focus on learning rather than the necessity to 
“complete a course”.

That’s where the discussion at Rajeev’s place 

in Auroville ends and we proceed to see the 
school — a beautiful green campus with a few 
small buildings dotting the landscape. We were 

of guests of Auroville as the management has ob-
served that guests who want to take their time to 
make a mature decision on whether or not they 
should plunge into the Auroville experience and 

experiment, are greatly relieved if their children 
can join a school and continue their learning 
process. Admissions are accepted only after the 
parents have been screened and their motivation 
to join Auroville ascertained. 
They should also have agreed 
to the principles of free prog-
ress, as practised in the school. 

So far so good, but where 
does one draw the line with 
freedom, and how is discipline 
maintained? Again a spectre of 
a prejudice raises its head as I 
ask Rajeev the question. But 
then again I get an eloquent an-
swer: Nothing can be achieved 
without discipline. 

While the central theme 
and concentrated effort re-
mains to keep the child at the 
heart of the process, a strict 
outer discipline is indispens-
able and maintained. There is 
a constant readjustment of order and discipline 
so as to maintain as far as possible the necessary 
harmonious atmosphere conducive to progress. 
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Your involvement with the school, how did it 
start?

The current team at Deepanam has been in-
volved with the school since 5 years. The previ-
ous team was not very happy with the response 
from Auroville. Lots of families left the school. 

They had tried some methods of alternative edu-
cation such as those of the Montessori system, or 
those based on principles of Rebecca Wilde from 
South America etc. but they weren’t successful. 
Parents were informed that the school was clos-
ing. That is when some of us parents got together 
as we thought that we didn’t need to abandon the 

 effort but instead inspire ourselves from the In-
tegral education designed by the Mother and the 
Ashram school. We were well-supported by other 
schools and educational bodies such as SAIIER 
(Sri Aurobindo International Institute of Educa-
tional Research). So we started in 2006 with 12 
students and today we have 70.
What is the main principle that guides your 
team?

At Deepanam we are the 4th team. We call our-
selves those who are moving towards free prog-
ress. Children should be able to do what they 
want, to accomplish what they want, without 
competition, pressure etc. Our aim is to touch the 
soul of each student and give it a chance to come 
to the forefront. Ours is a primary school with 
an age group ranging from 6 to 14 years. And we 
would like to instil in them the spirit of learning 
rather than have them follow a fixed standard or 
course. 

At Deepanam, we feel that there is a crisis in 
Auroville. Children do not see the immense pos-
sibility of remaining in Auroville as they grow 
up — to build the “city”, which needs young and 
courageous individuals full of passion and belief 
in the future, in a New World that must replace 
the present one.

 We find that sad as we need to show to the 

 welcomed by two horses in a fenced yard and a rat 
snake and several fish in the science lab. One of 
the classes had an outdoor session and we could 
hear Falguni instruct and manage 6 little children 
playing in the courtyard. At recess, children of 
all age groups trooped out of their classes. Some 
went to feed banana peels to the horses while 
others gathered around Rajeev who brought out 
the kukri jar. By now the sun was up and kukri 
had managed to conceal all of himself under the 
layer of sand. He was brought out gently and the 
children, wide-eyed, asked a battery of questions. 

They got their little brief on the snake while one 
little hand was placed beside another as the snake 
wriggled its way from child to child. 

I had a smile on my face and a happy heart to 
see these utterly unselfconscious children interact: 
a visibly mixed bunch who were comfortable in 
their classes and in their element feeding a horse 
or touching a snake. A heart-warming mixture 
of looks, ages, accents and attire that emanated 
a feeling that these children were as connected by 
their hearts to their mind as they were to the red 
earth they walked on.   

A Chat with Rajeev
Rajeev Bhatt ’91 speaks to Alo about Deepanam and Physical Education in Auroville



1�    The Golden Chain      FEB    2011

young in Auroville the tremendous opportunities 
and challenges that exist here. Here you are rich 
with many things. Today why is it that our chil-
dren feel the need to go outside, waste the prime 
of their youth in regular institutions getting 
moulded and fossilised with archaic concepts of 
education and life which makes their decision to 
come back to Auroville that much more distant? 
I came to Auroville very young and found that 
there were infinite opportunities, and have found 
fulfilment here. I too had dreams but found ul-
timately that staying back here was the correct 
decision.
Give us an account of the tough times that you 
have faced.

Tough times come and go. The toughest time 
was when we started, as we did not have any teach-
ers. None of us are trained teachers. Our only ex-
perience is in parenting. But that turned out to 
be a blessing in disguise as it helped us start with 
few preconceived notions about methods. My 
wife Falguni is a striking example. Having had a 
conventional education in Ahmedabad, she was 
most willing to draw a clean slate and absorb the 
new methods and today she does a marvellous 
job with the youngsters in the school. We have 
enormous support from teachers at Delafon. We 
are open to experimentation. Our most cherished 
reward is to see children happy to come to school. 
We have children who bemoan the weekend break 
as they find it boring! 
Administratively what is your major challenge?

At present we have a problem of funds. There 
are Government grants, but very irregular as they 

are shared with other schools as well. 
Today we have 6 class-rooms and 8 
grades. We need to grow and funds 
have become a major issue. Fund-rais-
ing is an activity that we must focus 
on seriously in the coming year.
Are there any misconceptions about 
the practices in Deepanam that you 
have to constantly justify or clarify?

When we say that we follow free 
progress, people think that we do not 
study. This is the weirdest misconcep-
tion about the school. The interpreta-

tions of “Free Progress” are so extreme and off the 
mark that at times we feel scared to use the words 
“Free Progress” as people equate it with children 
not studying.

The other issue is about our policy towards 
guests. The families wanting to join Auroville 
never had the opportunity to interact with other 
parents and families in Auroville. We were sen-
sitised to this. We opened our doors to those 
people who were truly oriented towards joining 
Auroville. We have about 10-15 guest-students 

annually. Parents are really amazed by the way we 
are working. Those who come from another sys-
tem and are sincere about the way we work, make 
the best of the opportunity. 
What makes you persist with the concept of free 
progress?

My daughter — when I see her interests and 
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the way she addresses things and gets things done 
when we provide her with guided freedom. A 
lot of things get spoilt due to inputs from par-
ents. Coming out of Knowledge, teaching was 
the farthest thing on my mind, but now I cannot 
see myself elsewhere. Free progress forces you to 
constantly question your life and your ways. I am 
very happy to be a teacher in a free progress en-
vironment. I am learning a lot and realising how 
defective I am/was.
Interacting with these children, what has it 
taught you?

That one has to teach by example. When I 
look back at my life in school I see clearly that 
I have been influenced most by those teachers 
who led by example. Children have a very critical 
mind. They cannot be fooled. They will look up 
to you only if you are a positive example. It has 
also convinced me that there can be only “good” 
in the children. Never start out with prejudices 
or the idea that there is a possibility of “bad” in a 
student, especially if you are aware of certain in-
fluences the child might have got while growing 
up. I am conscious that this is not only an “Au-
roville experiment” and that we are creating an 
education system that should work for any child 
anywhere in the world. Greet every child 
with a welcoming smile and all the love you 
can muster. And then give your best. It is 
bound to work if you keep yourself clean 
whatever the background, colour, situation 
of the child. We are not professional teach-
ers, we are beautiful people. Children need 
someone they can open up to, someone they 
can trust. We want to be a family. We do not 
want to be an institution. This is what I have 
learnt from Richard. His ready welcoming 
smile breaks every possible barrier. 
Thoughts and wishes about SAICE 
alumni…

They are the best. I have made a pro-
posal to the SAIIER board to find a way to 
attract alumni from the Ashram so that they can 
feel inspired and motivated to help us. Whatever 
they may be they are still the best at this kind of 
work. I am a prime example really. I was a disas-
ter at SAICE and today I cannot see myself doing 

 anything else. There gets instilled in us something 
that is rare. I have had several who have come and 
are amazing. They straightaway touch the hearts 
of the students. 
Is there anything that you have imbibed in 
SAICE consciously or not that you would like to 
impart to the students of your school?

Self confidence. The conviction that you can 
achieve what you have set out to do. Also the no-
tion that everything is important and each activ-
ity has its legitimate place. A lot of qualities that 
you learn in Physical Education also helped me 
enormously to tackle life itself.  

organising physical eDucation 
For auroville chilDren

When did you start the Physical Education 
program in Auroville? What was the state of 
this particular activity then, and what were the 
challenges you faced trying to organise this?

Our physical education programme started 
15 years ago. Prior to this it was never given any 
importance. In the last 15 years we have managed 
to come a little way. We faced terrible challenges, 
and most were from the parents. They had to re-
alise that their children did not need to specialise. 

It is easier said than done to convince a parent 
that we were not there to nurture a specific talent 
of their child, our aim was not to create a Carl 
Lewis, we instead aimed at developing a strong 
coordinated harmonious body and a better hu-
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man being. This battle is still on. The programme 
is called Dehashakti, and we accommodate chil-
dren from Auroville, all schools combined up 
to the 5th grade. Beyond this the programme 
becomes optional, but our desire is to motivate 
the growing children to continue. For Physical 
Education discipline is a prerequisite. And we try 
to maintain it by example. It is the only way that 
works finally. 
What motivated you to take up this activity?

Wanting to channelize the energy of grow-
ing children. We have seen children here whil-
ing away their time, getting into bad habits, do-
ing mischief and even getting into pretty 
serious trouble. For that purpose alone, if 
not for any other, this was something that 
really needed to be done. Physical educa-
tion keeps the children bound to some 
very serious activity. When they are young 
all children love sports. It is as they grow 
older that silly ideas of specialisation creep 
into their minds or there is the other ex-
treme too where the body does not want to 
strain. We have observed that the fact that 
Deepanam teachers double up as sports 
instructors helps children from our school 
to keep themselves motivated to continue. 
They perceive that school and physical ed-
ucation are one continuous package. With 
Deepanam we have succeeded in convincing chil-
dren to continue beyond the age of 12 years, and 
we are slowly getting older kids to continue too.
What changes have you perceived in the chil-
dren since they have started physical education?

A lot of positive changes such as the control-
ling of emotions, increased physical strength 
and fitness, more confidence that shows even in 
school. This is true especially with many Indian 
girls. They stop being diffident and acquire a sig-
nificant level of self-confidence. Due to the activ-
ities they become confident in their bodies which 
makes them confident in their minds. 
Describe to us how the organisation functions.

Like in the Ashram, every day the activities 
change. We have games, swimming, gymnastics 
and athletics. The younger children play sim-
pler games just like we did in A4 and A3, such as 

khokho and king and the fortress, while the older 
children play volleyball and basketball too. We 
have two three-week “competition seasons”, the 
first one for individual sports and the second for 
team sports. For the second we make four houses 
and each house has children of all age groups and 
each win helps your house get points. Infrastruc-
turally we have come some distance but we still 
have a long way to go, and we are yet to reach 
that level of interest and enthusiasm where we 
can witness the kind of magic that is in the at-
mosphere of our (Ashram) Sports Ground dur-
ing our competition seasons.

This organisation must be extremely rewarding.
At 40 I still feel like I am 20. I am so happy, I 

feel so alive. I sleep at nine every night without 
a worry and I am up by six every morning ready 
to go. I have no Monday blues. In fact I have 
difficulty in the holidays! We have lots of holi-
days which we are trying to reduce. Even in the 
holidays we have started summer programmes in 
the school for students from all over Auroville. 
I have so many activities and interests and with 
the children I get to do them all, so I am very 
happy. Life is wonderful really! When I compare 
myself to other ex-students I sometimes bump 
into, I feel that I am very fortunate. I think now 
that we need a boarding school. We need to cater 
to the needs of humanity, we need children from 
everywhere to experience this. We need to retain 
our youth to build this city.   


