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Activity-based Learning is the method of education followed in the
Corporation schools of Chennai, from 2003, when M.P. Vijay Kumar
became the Commissioner of the Chennai Corporation. But story starts
earlier.
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The "Joyful Learning” experiment of the mid-nineties had started as an
effort to provide special schools for children who had been freed from
being bonded labour. Methods and materials, which were devised to help
the children catch up on the lost years of childhood, seemed both
appropriate and attractive to all children. Added value to pedagogy came
from the visits of teachers and trainers to innovative educational
schemes in India, like Ekalavya in Madhya Pradesh. From Tamil Nadu,
faculty members from the DIETs and personnel of the BRCs and teachers
were sent fo the Rishi Valley Rural Education Centre to study the
methods and materials developed for their rural schools. They had a
residential training for about three months.
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The Tamil Nadu team'’s visit to Rishi Valley was a turning point. Not only
had REC given a lot of attention fo the curriculum in Mathematics, Telugu
and Environmental Science, but the textual material had been broken up
into small units, which could be mastered one at a time. The entire
material was put into small incremental units, to be completed serially.
This organization of the material into ladders was a veritable stroke of
genius. The Learning Ladders provided structure to the curriculum and
allowed every child to proceed at a self-selected pace.
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In the ABL kit in Tamil Nadu, the subjects covered are five plus one.
Tamil Language is the first area, where the lesson begins with illustrated
cards and short words that are easy to write, rather than with the
alphabet sequence. A similar method is used for tfeaching English.
Mathematics is learnt through using the attractive Montessori materials,
designed systematically, for the fundamental principles of addition,
subtraction, multiplication and division. Science and Social Science cards
are largely based on the textbook, with a variety of activities attached to
every chapter. The sixth area is that of puppetry, story telling, reading
of story books, paper craft, drawing, collage and many kinds of group
games played outdoors.
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In the ABL, there are significant departures from and improvements on
the Rishi Valley materials. Firstly, English has been added to the
curriculum in the ABL. The children learn both Tamil and English. The
second difference in the Tamil Nadu adaptation is the inclusion of both
Science and Social Science, while the REC had included only
Environmental Science. The third innovation is the introduction, into the
Primary curriculum,, of three-dimensional materials in Mathematics. The
Montessori system has proved to be a tremendous enrichment to ABL.
The materials now available in ABL are colourful, easy to handle, hardy
and meticulously developed and enable children to understand place value
(units, tens, hundreds) and the basic mathematical processes.
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By bringing the blackboard from the feacher's eye level to the child's,
and by increasing the blackboard space, two more learning aids have been
created: a specific space for each child to write and a large space to read
each others’ exercises. Every child can proudly own a part of that
blackboard.
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The learning materials are not only systematically stacked on the shelves,
but they are colour-coded, for each class level. Also logos of animal and
insect forms are used for different aspects of the curriculum. When the
child completes one set, there is a card for Self Evaluation. This can be
administered by oneself or with the assistance of another child.
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In building in the opportunity of recall of learnt material at each stage,
evaluation has become part of the process. For the children, there is no
failure and therefore, there is no fear of failure. In the conventional
school system, so many children drop out of school because they faill The
need for an examination at the end of the school year is made redundant
in this system. So easily, has the asura (demon) called *Annual Exam" been
vanquished!
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If we pause for a second, to think of how children are generally given
ranks for their performance in school subjects and how ranking becomes
a subtle way of indicating the “value” of a child, we have a sense of
liberation from ranking here. No child is "better then" or "worse than"
another. The teacher keeps an eye on the levels attained by every child
and sometimes helps by pairing an advanced learner with a slower one, for
specific exercises. This kind of peer teaching works well.
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It must be noted that the entire system allows for diversity and
differential rates of progress. The Achievement Chart clearly shows the
positions of the children in each area. Thus the teacher is enabled to
track every learner's progress. Monitoring of progress by the teacher is
subtly combined with the child's freedom to select the pace of learning.
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The ruthlessness of ranking and peer competition is further reduced by
mixing the age groups and classes. In a room of 40 children, there could
be ften each from Classes 1, 2, 3, and 4. This vertical grouping has
several advantages. It recreates a family model, where the older child
automatically becomes a guide and helper for the younger one. It
encourages cooperation between children, rather than competition among
them. We are told that a multi-grade classroom is a problem which many
rural schools confront. ABL is a simple solution to that complicated issue.
The system absorbs different age groups and different ability levels

within the same age group.
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Taking the daily attendance is a ritual in most schools, with the teacher
calling out the names and the pupils responding. In the ABL method, this
process is made child-friendly. There is an Attendance Card for each
child, to be filled up everyday by the child. Children love the sense of
trust that this procedure implies. When they assemble in the morning,
one student from each class level in the room distributes the Attendance
cards and collects the filled up ones. The entire process is orderly. It
puts the responsibility for marking attendance on the child and not on the
teacher.

tﬁﬁtﬂﬁimﬁ%%?ﬁTT@%"‘ﬂﬁ TN, HIZIY A4y, 28
BN E . AE VBN oE” R, X BRI ET ik, RN ET
AR, HEFHOHES. ??¥1I]E'~XA LA TR & AR AR AT



R EEEN, HEERR SN MEESRK KR, RERHE N
Rl Bk, BAEREARARF. ZESICEHBNSUE PR A, AT E
EIMIEFE T

We have all heard about teachers losing their voices because of their
shouting and screaming, to keep the children quiet. In the schools with
ABL, there are no apparent discipline problems. The structured learning
materials have their own logic, which supports the children's involvement
in reading, writing and calculating. Children find that they can learn at any
speed, without being taunted by classmates or scolded by the teacher.
Also, there is no scrambling for adult attention. Discipline is intrinsic to
the material and internalized by the children.
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The text book is not the only source of knowledge, just as the teacher is
not the sole authority. The text book is integrated into the materials. For
instance, one of the steps of the ladder contains an instruction to read a
specified page of the text book. Clearly, when a child goes step by step
on the ladder, his steady progress gives him the skills fo read the
connected page in the text book. Of course, if he needs help, he could ask
the teacher when he is in the teacher-assisted group, or just go across to
where she is sitting. Students appear to have no fear of being
reprimanded by the teacher. The conventional distance has been bridged
here.
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Generally, one of the constant problems of schooling is absenteeism. For
example, if a child is sick for a week, he cannot follow the lesson when he
gets back. He has the feeling of running a race he can never win.
However, ABL has a simple strategy fto take care of missed classes. The
mastering of a skill is not a collective exercise. The child's work is



individual. Therefore, he goes to the points on the ladders, where he left
off and starts learning from there.
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In rural areas, harvest time is when children are needed on the farm.
Their short-term absence from school is no longer a problem. Time away
from school can be made up. Fairs and festivals can be enjoyed without
their seriously disrupting a child's learning activities.
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Repetition of a lesson acts as reinforcement. That is accepted pedagogy.
But instead of sing-song chanting of tables or whatever, the child in ABL
writes on the blackboard first, his notebook next and finally in the
workbook. Since he writes the same material three times, the pattern (be
it spelling or grammar), gets well established. Whatever the lesson
(names of animals, masculine and feminine nouns or singular and plural
words), the strengthening of the connections by repetition, is certainly
achieved.
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With so many materials directly accessed by the pupils, one would worry
about the displacement of the learning cards. However, the pupils have
understood that any disorder in the stacking of material is a problem.
Each time the materials are refturned to the shelf, they are checked out
by the child who used it, sometimes helped by another child. It is like the
practice of putting their school bags and their footwear neatly on the
verandah, which has become second nature to the children. Order and
structure in the materials seem to result in systematic habits in the
children.
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Gender equality seems to have been achieved rather effortlessly. Girls
and boys sit at the low desks or on reed mats together and share their
work, without any awkwardness. This is particularly important in a culture,
where the girl child needs to struggle for equal rights in home and school.
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Inclusion is the word that defines an equitable education system, where
all children are together in the same school. Children, with disability are
admitted into the school and can be seen wearing calipers and
participating in the activities. They are fully part of the class and their
peers accept them as friends.
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Once the ABL system has been mastered by the teacher and the pupils,
the burden on the teacher is reduced. Even though the teacher needs a
period of un-learning and re-learning, when moving from the conventional
system to the ABL, the end result is very satisfying. She is justifiably
proud of her mastering the administration of the new system and of the
children's achievements.
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Furthermore, up to Class IV, there is no homework. This reduces the
teacher's work considerably and frees the young children fo continue
learning a variety of things from the family and community and from
Nature. Knowledge can be garnered from many sources.
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In this system, the time table is in units of half days. If Mathematics is
on the curriculum, the children will be involved with the materials from
the beginning of the school day until lunch time. This is done so that the



children can concentrate on one subject without the intrusive bell
breaking up their lesson. In the conventional school, this would have been
tedious for the child, but in the ABL, there is a lot of movement and
activity, exchange of ideas and group work. There is no question of
boredom.
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In the beginning, many parents were skeptical about classes where
children of all ages were mixed. It did not look like a school o them.
Could the pupils learn well, when they seemed to be enjoying it so much?
The parents were invited to come and sit in the classroom. Gradually, as
they watched their child’s reading skills and general knowledge develop,
most parents were convinced that the system worked. The tangible
achievements impressed the parents.
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Many PTA meetings were also held to explain the new methods to the
parents. There was Open House on Saturdays, when parents could find
out how the system worked. They were willing to suspend their disbelief
then, but it was the child's obvious self confidence and self esteem, as
well as demonstrable abilities in the formal skills that won the case.
Parents soon became allies of the teaching staff.
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The key element in the story of the Silent Revolution is the competence
of teachers and supervisors in Tamil Nadu, who were exposed to the new
system. Some of them, who were trained at Rishi Valley, became the core
group. Others were trained by the core group. It was the franslation and
adaptation of the learning materials that consumed their energy and
invigorated them, at the same time. For nearly six months, when a
hundred teachers worked on developing materials, working after school
hours, from 4.00 pm to 8.00 pm every evening. Their involvement in the



process of material development was total. ((Not surprisingly, their sense
of ownership of the method enabled them to work for long hours and
strengthened their allegiance to it.
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The ABL system has some senior teachers who are experts in handling
teacher education and are treated like wise elders. But there are also
young trainers, selected to do the tfraining for their enthusiasm and
communication skills. A teacher handling Class I or II could have
demonstrated a tremendous grasp of the principles and procedures of the
new system and be asked)) to conduct the entire training for a rural
school. One of the by-products is a breaking down of hierarchy and a
dynamic interchange of personnel, materials and methods.
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The ladder is not a mechanical structure with equidistant steps. For each
specific academic achievement, different ways of learning are built in.
There are several ways of reinforcing learning, while making it enjoyable:
song, game, reading, writing and finally evaluating. For the children the
most exciting aspect is that they can learn actively and have a sense of
fulfillment. The teacher knows the exact level of the child's achievement
and can take remedial measures for a child who has slowed down.
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There are a few blank steps in every ladder. These are intended for any
new area the teacher may wish to include. There is scope for the
teachers to be creative. They keep adding songs that the children sing



together and stories for the shadow puppet shows. They use familiar
material from their own environment.
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Apart from all the Corporation schools in the city of Chennai, there are
ten schools in every rural block in Tamil Nadu, functioning on this
method. They serve as demonstration schools for the entire block. It is
expected that the ABL's obvious success in making children competent is
the best tool for advocacy.
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There is a commonly held idea that children need to be motivated by the
teacher or parent, to study. This is not always the case. Children are
naturally highly motivated to know and to learn. Most school procedures
dampen the enthusiasm of children and suppress their intrinsic
motivation. When school methods and materials are devised to be
attractive and easy fo use, as in the ABL, the inherent motivation of the
children is sustained. Learning to learn comes from wanting to learn.
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The learning achievements of the children are resoundingly convincing.
Indeed, they provide a strong case for the ABL method to be extended
to all State-run schools in Tamil Nadu.
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