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Lessons From The land

The Shram Niketan non-formal education model in Madhya Pradesh's Shahdol district simultaneously
engenders cultural relevance and market orientation in 15 tribal-student communities.

to Jamadi village from Anuppur
ailway station take hdf an hour. The
Mahindra commander jeeps take 15
passengers. four in the front seet, fivein
the rear and three each on either 9de of
the pardlel seatsin theluggage compart-
ment. Sitting in theback, breathinginthe
diesd fumes, you miss out on the beauti-
ful countryside: waiting expectantly for
the 30-minute ride to end, through
snatches of conversation filtering as you
pass through.

Jamadi on the Anuppur-Amarkantak
road in Shahdol district of Madhya
Pradesh is itsdf a medium-sized village,
with perhaps 200 houses or so. Itsdam
to fame is the Shram Niketan where
Shyam Bahadur Namra, a stalwart sup-
porter of Jaya Prakash Narayan, led the
‘Sampooran Kranti' movement and aso
where Namra's wife Anuradha, started a
unique educationa experiment in 1977.
Without any institutional support he de-
veloped a process which links organic
farming with non-formal education
(NFE). Thecurriculawas designed around
seasond agricultural activities, including
production, planning and marketing.

Says Namra, "Indids educationd sys-
tem isinseparably linked with socid and
politicad systems. It has faled to benfit
the Adivass and Ddits, who have been
further pauperised in the post-1947 pe-
riod. Two interlinked eements are pov-
erty and illiteracy. Education would not
reach the poor unless the conditions of
poveny are removed first." He further
adds, "when we fdt that the educanonai
institutions in our society have
falled to resolve the dichotomy be-
tween the needs of its oppressed
class and their desre to acquire |
knowledge, we worked out a |
programme which was a radica
shift from the formal education.” §
Shram Niketan's NFE modd isflex-
ible and instruction is mixed with
production, planning and educa
tional games. These are no st
books or other teaching materia. |
Improvisation and creativity are
hallmarks of the programme.

SaysAnuradha, "Thelessonsimparted
aretechniques of agricultural production,
sientific knowledge of biologica pro-
cesesinnature, wage ca culation, weight
and volume measurement and a mini-
mum ability to read and write. More
knowledgeable student activists guide
new learnersin farming, helping them to
acquire skill and knowledge. Informal
discussions on hedth and hygiene are
conducted and importance of preventive
healthcare over curative measures are
sressed. Bendfits of fruits and herbs are
explained in treating minor ailments. At
recess, reading, writing and caculations
are done. The curriculum changes asthe
learning of the participant progresses.”

Learners in the five-acre farm are be-
tween 11 and 16 years old. Namra and
Anuradhaform the core and at atime 20
learners are drawn from the Kad, Gond,
Baiga, Bhuinyaand migrant Oraon tribes.
Moving away from any instruction of the
formal system, the experiment has been
empirically constructed' within the
framework of man-nature and man-man
conflicts intheregion. Learning includes
activities and tours to the actual stes of
agricultural production and marketing.

The learning gods of Shram Niketan
have as their aim, to provide wider un-
derstanding of loca conditionsinaholis-
tic perspective to the children from mar-
gind, smdl and medium-sized farming
communities. The children from landless
labourers are directed towards under-
standing wage and quality caculations

and prlce mechanismsin the market The

Shyam Bahadur Namra and Anuradhatraining the
learners.
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educationd thrust is towards gpplication
of sdierttific techniques for increased pro-
duction. It is aso kept in mind for both
these groups, that the essentia require-
ment is to give them a more expanded
world-view, built upon a materiadigtic
explanation of phenomena.

To assess the programme's Successes
one attempts to access to the original
group of learners. But thiswas not easy.
However, itis possbleto talk to villagers
in Taradand, Dulhari and Jamadi.

When probed about Shram Niketan,
Manik Oraon of Taradand says, "When
our tribe, the Oraons, came to Shahdol,
wewere regarded as expert land-levellers,
a skill which locd adivasis do not pos-
%ess. Oraons can move mountains of
earth to devdop agricultural land or re-
shape territory for mining and industrial
operations. We settled near Jamadi and
the first batch from our tribe deared
Namras land and made it arable. Oraon
learners stayed in the farm and learned
organic farming. In the evenings they
used to decipher the aphabets, read the
cock for work timings, add and subtract
their wage and bonuses and tape folk
songs in the machine that Namra carried
with him." It appears here that this first
generation of Oraon learners helped
Namra and Anuradha to develop their
course content, activity games and peda-

Qogy-

"The Oraon families, who migrated to
Shahdol from Sarguja and Raigarh dis-
tricts, carved out smal farms for them-
svesonbarrenlandintheinteriors. Our

= €eders carted off the stones, fdled
| the trees and ploughed the soil on
their own small plots. The children
‘who learned how to grow veg-
etablesinthefarm, madetherown
farm productive &fter two years,"
recounts Manik.

Using the technology they had
picked up, the Oraons gradually
increased their surplus. And with
the confidence born out of this sur-
plus as well as their native mili-
tancy, sharpened by what they hed
learnt and observed in the educa-
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tional process, they heped their families
to resst the pressures of landlords and
police, rich farmers and cattle owners,
offidas and bureaucrats, al determined
to digpossess them of land, once barren
and now a source of food.

Shankar, a Gond adivad villager says,
"A dgnificant number of middleandrich
farmers have taken to vegetable cultiva
tion asthey have redised that cered pro-
duction does not fetch more profit." Tek-
ing acue from therich farmers, educated
professonds have shown an inclination
towards purchasing land and developing
it for agricultural use in Jamadi and
nearby villages.

Dulhera, afarmer who belongs to the
Bagatribe says, "What hasbeen aturn-
ing pointinthelives of the adivaesisisthat
they havejumped from traditional ceredl
crop Kodo, to the stage of cash crop culti-
vation."

On being asked how 'prakartik kheti'
(natural farming) has benefitted them,
Fdix Oraon, aclass X passyouth replies,
"Our tribes do not promote curiousity
andinterest inlearning. Thishasbeen our
cultural heritage. Namra and Anuradha
have transformed the outlook of the
backward adivasis. We came to know
about natural/organic farming for the
firg time at Ankur farm. The modern
method of farming prescribes the exten-
dveuse of fertilisers, pedticides and other
expengve inputs. Remedies in modern
farming are counter-productive. Learn-
ers at Shram Niketan are informed very
practicaly, that plants, animals and in-
sects areinextricably linked in acomplex
web of inter-dependence, with air, water,
0il, minerals and other natural resources
play vital roles."

BExplaning about organic farming, Feix
says, "While cultivating, we saw how the
worms perform the function of carrying
the dead organic matter into the ground.
When organisms die and decompose, they
become 'humus'. Thisessentidly prevents
il erosion, the water is dlowed to per-
colate, without damaging the soil surface.
Humusis released gradually and the nu-
trients are passad down to plant roots.
Organic farming maintains the baance
necessary to sustain higher and lower life-
water forms." Felix's knowledge as-
tounds. Histriba upbringing hasnot been
a hindrance to his progress. His fdlow
brethren appreciate his adroitness and
patience in making his younger siblings
and others understand the intricacies of
farming in amost smple and lucid style.
Elders think that his learning at Shram
Niketan hasincreased hismotivation, sdf-
esteem, conffidence and ability.

Bijju, an dderly manfromtheKad tribe,
spesks a mixture of Hindi and Baghd
Khandi, alocd didect, and says, "A tribal
girl who learnt at the Ankur farm had
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the potentia to cover thefive-year course
injust one-and-a-hdf years. On her own
initiative, she started teaching her
younger shlings and other childrenin her
home." However, this was not a genera
phenomenon.

Acknowledging his debt to Namraand
Anuradha, Bijju says, "Shram Niketan
gave us literacy and changed our way of
life. Earlier, wewerekept inthe dark. Af-
ter our training, there has been a rapid
transformation. Now we think and ask
questions before adopting anything, in-
cluding any new method on our 'kheti'
(land).

Pogt the non-formal education experi-
ment, Namradeveoped aset of two prim-
ers, Akshar Se Maitri and Bala Babli Ki
Kahani. In these, Namra continues to
emphasise development skills and politi-
cd consciousness in the broadest sense,
rather than seeing the model as melting
into the national mainstream, which is
the priority of most governmental NFE
programmes. Both books, particularly
Akshar Se Maitri help children explore
their cregtive potential, through exercises
and games, interspersed with Namra's
excdlentpoetry.BalaBabli... handlessen-
stivdy, the issue of different socid ex-
pectations for, and experiences df, boys
and girls. The primers are used as read-
ers in South Bihar's east and west
Singhbhum digtricts, Shahdol's Catholic
Missoninitswork with neo-literates and
Raipur's Church Development and Rdief
Committee. BalaBabli hasbeentrand ated
into Oriya by Agragamee, a voluntary
organisation working in the Sambal pur

digtrict.

Working on the farm and developing
primers, takes much of Namra's and
Anuradha's time. Even then, they inter-
vene and mohilise the locd villagers on
issues like remunerative prices for toma-
toes, pollutioninthe surrounding villages
emitted by the factories of Karnataka
Explosive Ltd, Birla Paper Mills and
collieriesinthe area

When questioned about how he sees
Shram Niketan in today's perspective,
Namra frankly admits that the vision of
Shram Niketan is a more powerful one,
and that had he had the resources, he
would have liked to implement the
programme in amuch larger sphere. To
facilitate the NFE model, the couple gen-
erated their own funds, without tapping
national or foreign funding agencies.

However, Namra feds that given to-
day's 'anti-poor' and vitiated education
system, Shram Niketan cannot be any-
thing more than an ‘'idand of excelence.
"We cannot haope for mgor changes or
improvements in the system. All we can
do is experiment and creste models and
hope that at an appropriate time, these
will be accepted for generd use."

If culturally synchronised and produc-
tion-oriented non-formal education mod-
ds are effectivdly put to use by dedicaed
individuals, they canhelp mitigatetheil-
literacy among marginalised sections of
society, the adivasis and Ddlits without
an)F| stance from the government.

Tarun Bose is a Delhi-based freelance
journalist.
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