
Isai Ambalam School (2016-17)

Overview

Isai Ambalam is an outreach school located near Alankuppam that caters to around 95 students 
from different villages in the west of Auroville. The mission of the school is, “Creation of a learning 
environment in which the students and the teachers reach the highest mental and spiritual 
consciousness possible for one’s level, so as to live, learn, teach and function from there.”

The school is run by 6 Aurovilian and 4 non-Aurovilian teachers. In addition, every day 5 
volunteers from Aura Auro Design engage with the children for one-and-a-half hours. We have 
school from 8:30am to 4:30pm. We also increase our engagement with the children with sleepovers 
and special programs on Saturdays.

This year we engaged the students through several new approaches:
1. Values and critical skills program
2. Education by Design
3. STEM Land at Isai Ambalam, opened this year

These were in addition to our approach of using Individual Learning Programmes for each child.

Values and critical skills program: (See following report: 'Values and Education by Design')

Education by Design

We had worked with Education by Design quite successfully when the school worked with high 
school dropouts. Perhaps this success had made us assume that this way of learning requires the 
level of maturity exhibited by older children. So we had not used this technique with the primary 
school children before ‒ but this year decided to try it.

There are two major parts in Education by Design (EBD):
1. How a problem can be solved through a collaborative learning community.
2. How ‘critical skills’ and ‘disposition qualities’ are used to solve a given problem. Critical skills 

include problem-solving, decision-making, leadership skills, ability to organize work, 
management, and critical and creative thinking. Disposition qualities include ethical 
character, self-direction, and communication skills.

We did four EBD projects with the students this year:
1. (Real life challenge:) Cleanliness and order as organized by the children in the school.
2. (Real life challenge:) Understanding the ground water situation that hit the school.
3. (Academic challenge:) How to estimate and measure the specific volumes of a pond that the 

3th and 4th graders created over a few months.
4. (Academic challenge:) Understanding ancient Indian administration and is implications 

today.

The pond created by the 3rd and 4th graders came about in response to looking at the water 
situation at our school. What started with a water problem and a feeling of scarcity was transformed
by the children into a sense of abundance. The children worked with sincerity and learned 
mathematics, life skills, and values while doing it. We inaugurated the pond before the end of the 
year; the children put fishes in the pond and they now use this as a quiet space to watch the fish and
to draw sitting around it. Even parents who had expressed unhappiness that their children were 



working with their hands during their breaks and sleepovers, and coming home with dirty clothes, 
were thrilled to see what their children had created.

Perhaps moreso than the children, as teachers our own understanding of EBD was further 
refined through our experiences. In the past we used this method to convey information that we 
knew to the children, through activities done in an interesting way. But this year we reflected deeper
into what we were trying to achieve in critical skills and values, and focused on the creation of a 
collaborative learning community among children and teachers. This was a turning point for us as we
noticed how the environment we created along with the children helped even those children who 
were generally not engaged in the classroom or activities.

STEM Land opening at the school

Some of the 7th graders had been visiting STEM Land at Udavi School on Saturdays when they 
had no school at Isai Ambalam. They were excited about the prospect of starting a small STEM Land 
at their own school. They created a space by cleaning out a store room and organizing learning 
materials in that space.

This smaller STEM Land has become an interesting space with a lot of focus on hands-on work 
and through which students actively engage with what is happening at the school.

Individual Learning Programmes

We continued with the first five steps of our eight-step plan (described in earlier reports):
1. Designing an Individual Learning Programme for each learner.

Individual Learning Programmes were written for all the primary school (1st to 5th grade) 
students in the first term. With these we focused on individual learning difficulties and learning 
strengths.

In the second and third terms, the tools of ‘teaching path’ and ‘learning path’ were 
introduced for the teachers and students. With these we write where the student is in regard to a
specific goal, what are steps he is going to take to achieve the goal, and what is the final outcome
after completing the steps.

The upper primary (6th and 7th grade) students were also happy and comfortable with this 
individual learning plan process. From the second term onward they wrote their own visual 
learning paths. At the beginning they found it difficult to grasp the process, but gradually it 
developed. Whenever they needed help they could go to the teachers for clarification. They were
able to become aware of their growth and progress toward achieving specific goals.

2. Creating awareness of the Learning Programmes for the learners so that they assume ownership 
of their learning and take active interest in carrying it out.

5th, 6th and 7th grade students were fully aware of their Learning Programmes. With the 
support of the teachers and volunteers of STEM Land, they took ownership of their learning. They
created learning materials and helped each other. They were able to track their own learning 
progress.

3. Use of effective educational approaches for the implementation of the Learning Programme of 
each learner.

This year we had 4 new teachers. We could not implement all the approaches effectively; but
will continue working to improve.

4. Using Continuous Comprehensive Evaluation for evaluating the learning outcomes of each learner.
At the end of each week the teacher assessed the students' learning competencies with oral 

and written tests.



5. Designing a special curriculum for the use of Computer and Internet to facilitate and accelerate 
the process of implementation.

We organized computer classes for students of 1st to 7th grades. According to the level of the 
students, Mr. Siva the computer teacher planned and reorganized their learning. Most of the 
students were eager to learn through the use of the computer. They learned basic programs and 
made presentations with PowerPoint, and some learnt to program on Scratch.

Volunteers at the school

1. Srinithi and Angela from Ajim Premji foundation, Bangalore came to Isai Ambalam for their 
internship program. They helped the students with English and reading.

2. Rakesh from Bombay came to school and helped the children with science. He also taught 
Hindi to the teachers.

3. Elton from Dubai helped 5th and 6th graders to write English sentences on given concepts.
4. Deoyani from Auroville taught the students about groundwater and to how to store 

rainwater in the land.
5. Ananadaswamy from Chennai helped 5th and 6th grade students with social science lessons 

through mini projects.
6. Naveen, Arun, Bala, Pratap and Vaidegi from STEM Land (Aura Auro Design) helped 3 rd to 7th 

graders in maths, science and social science. They did many fun activities and made the 
students curious to learn new things.

Special events

1. This year 3rd and 7th grade students went on an educational trip to Pitchavaram and 
Chithambaram temple.

2. We held 5 sleepovers at school for 3rd to 7th graders. They watched English movies and 
played fun maths games, and had a bonfire.

3. 40 students from 3rd to 7th grade visited Aranya Forest. There they have learned the names 
of many varieties of trees, birds and animals.

4. We started offering Saturday school where we engaged with children in hands-on carpentry 
work, electronics, and garden work, and used English as a language of communication.

5. 17 students participated in a Judo competition in Pondicherry conducted by the Judo 
Association. The students performed exceptionally well, and 16 students were awarded 
medals (6 gold medals, 5 silver medals and 5 bronze medals).

6. 5th and 6th grade students chose 4 lessons on their own and created 4 plays on the chosen 
topics. They also chose a story told by The Mother and performed it as a play.

Reflections

The most meaningful exercise this year was finding the threads of values and experiential 
learning that could bind the many actions of teachers and volunteers together. The focus on values 
and experiential learning also helped children realize that the difficulties they face and transcend can
help them grow.

Isai Ambalam School is unregistered and many parents take their children out of the school as 
they get to older grades. However, this year the parents asked us to start an 8th grade so they can 
continue sending their children to the school.

The transformations that happened this year capture what can be achieved through education 
both for Auroville and the bio-region.
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