8 May 2008

Hello,

I've been reading and following postings from the Alternative Education India forum for a while now- my interest in it stems from the fact the I come to understand the limitations of formal education through personal experience in a school that I actually established. I'm a UK born indian and came here to establish a high quality school for tribal children in Southern Rajasthan, but soon realised the difficulties of providing relevant quality within the formal system and have come to question a lot of the values around which the education system seems to be based. As it is the school has transformed itself into a community centre for non-formal education, called Hunar Ghar- 'Skill Home'. The concept works around project based learning, with projects relevant to the community's needs and children's interests e.g. community gardening, making a play about the history of the village etc...

I'm essentially writing because I'm finding it difficult to find the right sorts of people from outside the village to get involved in the project. We're looking for people that are doers who like interacting with kids- people that love creating things or working with their hands.  Would it be possible to add us to the list of places where staff are required on your website? If you know of any other places it would be worth 'advertising' I'd love to know.

I've attached a concept note about Hunar Ghar, to give you a better sense of what we're about. You can also visit our website, though it's out of date and still talks about schools in the traditional sense. The blog has recent entries of the things we've been up to and will give a more realistic impression of what we're about.

Many thanks.

Akshay
Educate for Life
www.educateforlife.org.uk

0091 9929 366732

Please read more below.
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Hunar Ghar

Proposal
Hunar Ghar Introduction

For the past 6 months Bal Vidhya Mandir school has been running in Andat Phallah, Bakhel. The school was intended to be a high quality educational centre run by the community, for the community. We have since come to understand that creating a high quality school would be very difficult to accomplish in the area due to what a school means to a local community and teachers.

A school brings with it an idea of discipline and hierarchy. Of taking in dysfunctional children and producing functioning adults. Of learning because it’s a development goal, not because learning’s fun or interesting.

In order to shed these problems, the project is being redefined and rethought, with a true village and child centred approach to learning, that will hopefully be of greater genuine benefit to the children and community as a whole.

4.1 Aim
To provide locally relevant, engaging educational experiences to the people of Bakhel, through which socio-cultural awareness combine with community empowerment, providing holistic, village led change.

4.2 Hunar Ghar Objectives
1- To create a conducive/friendly learning environment within the local community




1.1 Create better understanding of the project within the community.



1.2 Involving local expertise in the project.



1.3 Carrying out project activities within the natural environment.
2- Develop a resource/facilitation team to lead the project including community members.

3- To facilitate learning experiences for the children and community creating natural, spontaneous and non-intimidating learning, curiosity and discipline.  
3.1- Incorporate eco-friendly and sustainable principles into activity
3.2- Create learning experiences relevant to the needs and desires of the community

3.3- Provide specific child focused and led experiences for school going age children

3.4- Provide interaction opportunities with other experiential learning groups.

3.5- Share these learning experiences with other educational/community institutions.

4- To monitor and document all project learning and systems for proper implementation and further improvement.

4.1- Continual review, development and improvement of the team, systems and methods used

4.2- keep accounts well maintained and audited according to funding agency and FC rules

 


4.3- Regular and competent reporting to funding agency
4.3 Activities & Implementation Strategies
Community orientation & capacity building:-

Within the Hunar Ghar project endeavours should continuously be made to keep the community informed of developments and encourage them to take the lead in the project through development of their capacity. In order to do this, monthly meetings will be held, where members of the project team report to the community and discuss topics in which the community might be able to get involved, take decisions or offer suggestions.
The nature of the learning experiences provided in Hunar Ghar will stimulate children’s sense of enquiry and self-confidence, and this may be at odds with a repressive home environment. With this in mind individual orientation and interview of parents of children will be taken on and only those children whose parents seem to understand the work that we are doing, are willing to get involved and not quash children’s curiosity will be involved as the first set of learners in Hunar Ghar. The rest will remain in formal education until it seems appropriate/their families are supportive of our non-formal learning system.
Due to the presence of divisive elements in the wider community of the area, it is important to provide conceptual clarity to the important people of the area, clarifying the project, its aims and that the work being done is non-political and secular. This will be organised by sending information leaflets to the local community and holding a press conference on site.



Resource mapping and survey:-
This learning project is about acknowledgement of the wealth of knowledge and learning resources already available within the village and maximising use of these. In order to do so a resource mapping exercise will be undertaken in early April, combined with a baseline survey of the community in order to identify needs and characteristics, which can be referred back to when assessing outcomes of the project.

The survey will be carried out by the project co-ordinator and learning facilitators already in the village and analysis of findings will be compiled by the project manager and co-ordinator by mid-April, and learning experiences planned accordingly.

Creating a vibrant community learning space:-
The boundaries between Hunar Ghar and the village will be minimised, with Hunar Ghar acting as a place for coming together, information exchange, gathering resources and demonstration for activities that can be carried out in the community.

In order to create such an environment, we will complete work on basic infrastructure- water storage, firewood storage and kitchen facilities. As well as this, from April, learning facilitators will work with children to develop a set of resources for each room and each individual child that facilitate child led activities such as arts and crafts, or visits into the village’s fields. These resources will be the foundations that allow natural and enjoyable learning with the facilitators. 

As well as this there will be ongoing projects within the Hunar Ghar campus in order to continuously add to the environment, making it resource and experience rich. Examples of such ongoing projects include community gardening, creating and maintaining waste management systems, making solar cookers and developing a healthy eating kitchen. 

The community learning space will over time be extended to beyond Hunar Ghar, by having an ongoing project to create resources for the children’s home environment, which they can then take back with them, so that home becomes a reflection of work at Hunar Ghar as much as Hunar Ghar is a reflection of lifestyle in the village.

Creating a high capacity community led team:-
Within the current system, our staff has what might be regarded as a low capacity, due to their knowledge base, experiences of education in India, social conditioning and the disconnection of the educational system from things they understand. Our approach for turning low output and enthusiasm into engaged young facilitators of learning revolves around 2 basic principles.

1) Work with what you know & interests you- rather than force villagers to teach through abstract subjects such as Hindi and Maths, we’ll encourage them to create projects around real things in their world that interest them and can be done with children. This may be creating plays, planting out trees, going on walks- just about anything. The more local the focus, the better, as there are few people who have a higher capacity or knowledge base on local culture, geography and demographics than local people- facilitators go from being low capacity to being experts.

2) Plenty of training, guidance and exposure- being an expert on your locality doesn’t make you a great teacher, so we’ll arrange for regular in-house and external training to ensure continuous improvement, a good understanding of how to work with children and a deeper knowledge base around the projects being carried out.

Guidance will include the creation of a Hunar Ghar code of conduct, created and policed by the staff, for the kids and adults alike. Written guidance about different qualities and actions that signify a healthy learning exchange between facilitator and child will also be created. Staff will then be given incentives and guidance to up their performance to the next ‘grade’. To accompany this we will produce a Minimal Level of Learning that we would like all children to attain. The document will be highly flexible, so as not to over-stifle children and facilitators.
In-house training will occur every Saturday when Hunar Ghar will be closed to children. Each week training will be given on a resource that can be used in activities and the different ways the resource might be used will be explored. As well as this, training will be given on a particular learning exchange skill/scenario. The previous week’s/project’s work will be reviewed, the next week’s/project’s work planned. Allied to this initiators, the coordinator and the manager will be on hand to give guidance and support to the teachers on a daily basis.

External trainers will be arranged to come onsite from time to time, in order to hold skill/knowledge development workshops as well as to give guidance about interacting with children.

External training will also be organised, again varying between skill and knowledge development and training on child interaction techniques. After an external training experience, the member of staff will be expected to report back on the experience with the rest of the team the following Saturday.

Learning experiences for the children:-
Within the framework described, children will be provided with the opportunity to attend Hunar Ghar from Monday to Friday. The children will be in mixed age groups of 3-6yrs and 6-9yrs and be split into groups of approximately 12 children initially. These groups will be created and begin working together from May. The remaining children will continue to attend a formal education until the time seems right to transfer them into a non-formal system. The children of 6-9 will attend in the morning, those of 3-6 in the afternoon- they will overlap at lunch time. 

Within the non-formal setup, the morning set and afternoon set will have a similar schedule, including 30mins circle time to start the day, 2 periods for project time, and 15mins for circle time to finish the day off:

9am-9.30am


6-9yr Circle time1

9.30-10.30am

6-9yr Project time (Ongoing)

10.30am-12.00pm

6-9yr Short Project time 

12.00pm-12.15pm

6-9yr Circle time 2

12.15am-1.15pm

3-6 & 6-9 Lunch

1.15pm-1.45pm

3-6yr Circle time 1

1.45pm-3.00pm

3-6yr Short Project time

3.00pm-3.45pm

3-6yr Project time (Ongoing)

3.45pm-4pm


3-6yr Circle time 2

Circle time is a time for the children and facilitators to come together, talk as peers, share stories & feelings, discuss, meditate or do yoga and mentally prepare for the day ahead or end of the day at Hunar Ghar.

Project time is divided into 2, with ongoing projects as described as above taking place at one time and shorter projects taking place in the other time. Examples of shorter projects, that can last from anywhere between a week and 6months are as follows:
Bookmaking



Creating a local play

Soap making



Local History

Mandwara and its shops

Farming in Bakhel

Rivers




Mountains

The independence movement
Time

Culture of Rajasthan

Our world

Shapes



Colours

Household Animals


The Jungle

Money




Puppet shows



My body

These shorter projects will be led by facilitators of each child group, with support being provided to the facilitators by initiators, the co-ordinator and manager, as well as local volunteers later on.

The learning experience should be comfortable for the child and encourage the child’s own unique talents, rather than putting pressure on conformity in the group. Facilitators should recognise that each child is an individual with their own needs and talents which should be focussed on and encouraged.



Increasing community involvement:-
Already the community contributes to the project by donating 1day’s worth of free work for every 6days of paid work in construction of Hunar Ghar. In order to increase non-financial community involvement, within a few months we will start inviting members of the local community to hold workshops, events or run projects for the rest of the community. Initially encouraging involvement will be a hard task, but over the coming years we hope a culture of co-learning will be created within the community.

To complement this movement and allow sourcing of the best learning facilitators in the community, we will also offer 6 month scholarships to a few youth of the area, starting a few months after the initiation of the project. This scholarship will involve fulfilling responsibilities and facilitating activities with children at Hunar Ghar, with us providing them with opportunities for their own personal development at the same time, perhaps through training in areas of interest or the establishment of locally relevant and sustainable small business enterprises. Of these interns, the best will have the opportunity to become full time learning facilitators if we have any vacancies.

External linkages, volunteers & networking:-
Linking activities in the village and at Hunar Ghar to goings on in the wider world is an important way of setting our work into context. As such, children and facilitators will over time be encouraged to carry out projects or provide workshops for children in places outside of Bakhel- local schools, Swaroopganj, Udaipur. Similarly if there are groups engaged in relevant activities in other parts they will be invited to share their learnings with our community, generating a healthy information exchange and developing awareness of the project in other parts.

As well as Indian based linkages, volunteers will be encouraged to participate in the project in ways that suite them. At all times the needs of the community will be a priority, so only culturally conscious, sensible volunteers will be taken on. They will partake in activities with the community or children and offer support to facilitators. They will also be encouraged to contribute in some way to life in Swaroopganj.

Eco-friendly implementation:-
The work done within the project will have an eco-friendly underpinning, to complement its local focus. In short this means using local methods and materials as far as possible; produce as much as we can of what we consume within the village itself; build using low energy materials and those that require minimal transportation; promote local initiatives to provide local or eco-friendly alternatives for currently outsourced products; up-cycle and recycle as much of our waste as possible. This philosophy will be reflected throughout the project, in the Swaroopganj office as well as the village.
Recruiting a management team:-
Due to the unique nature of the project, there are no existing RBKS staff with the capacity to undertake it. Therefore we will recruit 3 new staff- a manager and 2 initiators, in order to help manage the project with the help of the existing project coordinator.

The recruitment process will involve assembly of a job profile, advertising the job, holding practical interviews and making final selections of staff. The people we are looking for need to have a passion for working with children, be hard working and have a good working knowledge of English. They should also have great deal of initiative and believe in the philosophy of Hunar Ghar. Caste should not be an issue of consideration; a proactive, enthusiastic attitude is essential.

We hope to have finalised the recruitment process by 15th May, but understand it may take longer to find the right people for the job. A system for future recruitment will be drafted based on the experience of this initial attempt.


Team structure:-

4.4 Monitoring

Due to the flexible, experimental and unique nature of the project our monitoring will serve purposes of documenting activities within in the project as a method for roughly assessing impact and making adjustments according to the problems faced. As such there will be 3 main levels of monitoring and review, to allow efficient functioning of Hunar Ghar.

The first and most important will be internal review and planning. Personal review will be encouraged on a daily basis, in order to promote adjustment to needs and improvement in a natural but regular manner. Each Saturday, the team will meet to plan and review allowing swift adjustments to needs within the project and time for introduction of more general changes within the project. Each week a few qualitative and quantitative indicators will be recorded and reviewed in order to provide focus on factors that could be viewed as loosely indicative of progress at Hunar Ghar. As well as this, review will involve monthly community meetings in order to gauge the community’s attitudes to the project, factor in any additional community needs and listen to their ideas about how to take the project forward.

The project manager will provide a monthly progress report to the funding organisation, summarising activities. As well as this retrospective feedback will be requested from link teams and volunteers that spend any amount of time at Hunar Ghar to establish independent review from a fresh perspective. As the suggestions from this feedback may not be in keeping with the philosophy of Hunar Ghar, this feedback will first be discussed between the project manager and funding organisation, before any concrete action is taken. This will be done on a monthly basis along with review of the monthly progress report and its implications.

Monitoring at systems level will be performed quarterly, between the funding agency and R.B.K.S., using logical framework analysis as well as general discussion in order to adjust inputs and methods used for the next quarter according to the changing situation at Hunar Ghar and previous experience. A separate set of inputs, outputs and indicators will be prepared for each quarter in order to review short term as well as long term successes and improvements needed within the project.
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Project Manager





Project Coordinator





Learning Initiators





Accountant





Foreign Volunteers





Onsite Learning facilitators





Other onsite staff





Planned activities





Performing activities & documenting if necessary





Weekly team review:


-Checking activity has been performed


-Assessing progress against project outcomes and outputs, previous week’s goals and activities planned by general discussion and assessing indicators.


-Creating internal strategies for improvement and targets








Monthly Progress report:


-Report of activities performed, with supporting documents if necessary


-Report of needs, inputs, and indicators





Link team/ volunteer feedback





Adjustment





Monthly review by project manager and funding agency





Quarterly progress report:


-Report of activities performed, with supporting documents if necessary


-Report of needs, inputs, and indicators


-Reports of systems and budget adjustments necessary








Quarterly review with RBKS management, project manager and funding agency








