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School for thought 

“Each one, teach one” 

Aviott and I have just returned from a three week stay in India where we were 
overwhelmed by the response to our project to provide solar power solutions to 
villages.  We now have ten villages in Rajasthan that want to work with us, two in 
Uttar Pradesh and three near Chennai.   
When we reached Chennai, the airport had just been opened following the severe 
flooding there.  I read in the newspaper that children had not been able to attend 
school for over a month and they were providing some relief activities at several 
centres in the city.  There was a call for volunteers so I phoned the number.  Video 
asked if I spoke Tamil.  I said no, but that Aviott did, so the next day, we travelled to 
a small village in the suburbs that had been badly affected by the floods (the water 
had been over 14ft high, one storey in places).  I worked there with Ramesh, my 
translator and the man who works regularly at this centre with16 children ranging 
from age 7-16.   The work was drawn from Augusto Boal’s arsenal of games and 
exercises, all played on a stone flagged covered area next to a small brick building 
that houses a charitable trust started by a retired professor of Tamil called Narayan.  
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Boal’s Columbian 
hypnosis 

Ramesh enacts a 
deer from the 
Ramayana   

Working on Sita’s 
abduction   
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After our 2-hour session, we went to talk to Narayan about his projects.  
In retirement,  what better to do than start a centre for underprivileged local 
children to provide after school activities and weekend classes in arts and sports? 
These delightful children receive art, drama, music, dance, English and Tamil; one 
of them will shortly represent India at the World Frisbee Championships. Chatting 
about learning, Narayan talked about the need for the arts, civic values, social 
development, sustainability and environmental awareness and action. He has 
started a rural project for these students to learn first hand about how to live fully 
and actively as responsible community members. It was so refreshing to hear him 
humbly outline radically brilliant education; he wants no part of the corporate 
culture, fee paying school system and does not believe young people will be 
better thinkers or human beings because of it. In his house, there was a sitar sitting 
on the table behind him. When I asked him if he was a musician, he replied "Oh, I 
can't say that. I am a learner. I am learning how to play.”  He asked us if we would 
be interested in visiting his other two projects.   
The next day we met Sukumar and Dhansekar, our 
guides for the trek to the second project.  We travelled 
by electric train to Tambaram (about 40 minutes outside 
Chennai).  Then we took a local bus for another 40 
minutes,missed our third connection and were 
delivered to the final destination by motorbike (pillion). 
 We were in a rural area of farmland with village houses 
scattered around.  There was one small brick building 
standing in one of the fields.  Imagine my surprise when 
we stepped through the door to discover 16 pre-school 
children aged between 14 months and four years all 
sitting quietly playing with their Montessori 
manipulatives on little mats on the floor!  Narayan knew 
the village head, who wanted to encourage his villagers 
to send their children to school rather than keeping 
them at home to work on the land.  Narayan funded the 
training of one of the village women, Maheshwari to 
become a Montessori trained teacher.  Now all the 
children want to go to school! We were given a superb 
lunch served on banana leaves at her house following 
our morning learning through play with the children, 
singing English and Tamil songs and negotiating with 
the  village head about the possibility of installing solar 
panels in his village.      Maheshwari greets us
         

School for thought 
December 2015



Mhairi MacInnes

Watching  
interactions with 
the children, we 
learn that Ramesh 
is also a trained 
Montessori 
teacher.    

We reported back 
to Narayan in the 

evening and he turned to me and asked, "What did you think of the project?"  I 
was enthusiastic and could see that not only were these children learning, but their 
parents were too; in fact the whole village was benefitting from this initiative.  He 
told me that Dhansekar had come out of the original project 12 years back and 
that he was an example of what the program instills. He arrived as a four year old, 
"thin in more ways than one.”  He was withdrawn and lacked confidence.  Now he 
is the yoga instructor and he teaches drawing and sitar at the third project.  
 Narayan’s vision is to develop a school for these underprivileged children, most of 
whom attend government schools that are often staffed with teachers who appear 
intermittently or not at all.  They do not have the option of attending the numerous 
private schools as the fees are prohibitive. They lose out on the arts in particular.   
Would I be interested in setting  up and running this next project?   
I asked what his dream for this school would be.  Narayan believes that every child 
will develop their own skills through the process of natural learning; his motto is an 
old Indian slogan, "Each one, teach one". His focus is on Tamil culture, civic 
responsibility, environmental sustainability, ecology, poetry, language (English and 
Tamil), sitar, drama, music and art. He does not want any part of the competitive 
test scoring system that underpins so many schools in India.  Travelling through 
rural India, I had always been taken aback by the billboards with huge 
photographs of students achieving 92% or above in the state exams.  They are 
treated like film stars and their schools automatically rise in status.   
I told Narayan that I already have future commitments planned and cannot give 
him or his project full support until those commitments are complete.  He smiled 
and said, "If you cannot be there, I am sure you have so many other people who 
would come and give their time. Are you free in August and September to set 
something up?" 
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I asked if it would be possible to see this project (I realised that before committing 
to anything, I should have a clue what it looks like on the ground).  Dhansekar 
smiled and said, “Oh, you will like it.  It is a container.” 
The next day, we arrived to the container, donated by a local builder as temporary 
accommodation until a proper building can be erected.  There was a tarpaulin in 
front of it which functioned beautifully as drama space, yoga practice (co-led by 
one of Dhansekar’s students in training) and Tamil singing session.   
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I was given tea by one of the assistant 
teachers (there are three local women 
volunteers) and invited inside the container. 
 In a 16 square metre space, a door and a 
window have been cut out and fans installed. 
Inside, five adults and 17 children were 
audience to a performance given by three of 
the girls.  Dhansekar held up an LED torch 
behind a simple cardboard frame covered in 
rice paper.  Beautifully crafted, cardboard 
shadow puppets on sticks bobbed up and 
down behind the screen as the original 
stories made up by the children were told.         
The audience was spellbound. 
The decision to work with Narayan took a 
fraction of a second.  It is the right thing to 
do.  For several years, I have been searching 
for something at the other end of the 
education system where I have spent almost 
30 years.  I've found it.  I'll be learning 
alongside Sukumar and Dhansekar. Narayan 
and his wife are Tamil professors so I should 
not worry about learning Tamil.  He has also 
given me a Sitar tutor book to study so that I 
will be able to understand the theory behind 

School for thought 
December 2015



Mhairi MacInnes

that instrument.  And Aviott and I will research into how to set up an organic 
garden and a solar-powered school. 
And so the next adventure begins... 

Boal's arsenal of games and exercises 
Pushing not to win, image theatre 
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