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INTRODUCTION

In Sri Atmananda Memorial School (Malakara, Kerala, India), the school 
curriculum for standards kindergarten through to twelfth is designed to reflect 
the principles of the educational approach followed in the school. These 
principles include:

 Creating a relationship of trust between teacher and child, 
 Connecting learning with the child's experience, and
 Acknowledging the individual ways in which children learn and develop.

Whenever possible, these principles are built into the design of the materials, 
activities and learning aids that make the curriculum available to the child.  This
may not always be obvious at first glance. For example, because the school 
aims at a feeling of confidence and success in the learning experience of each 
child, particularly in the lower sections, the board games designed to implement
the LP and UP curricula are non-competitive, positive and created to ensure 
success for each player. In another example, because the school encourages 
thinking “out of the box”, many of the activities are open-ended and flexible to 
ensure the child’s own input. In fact, many of the activities are designed by the 
children themselves. In implementing the curriculum, the school advocates 
hands-on, experiential learning, based in a strong teacher-student relationship 
that recognizes that each child learns in his or her own way and allows give-
and-take between teacher and learner. 

When a teacher responds to a child in such a way that the child believes the 
teacher values him and accepts the validity of his way of seeing things, a 
relationship of trust and confidence is established. Curriculum is then 
introduced through the child’s interests so that learning is meaningful and 
enjoyable. 

A vivid experience based on the above principles is narrated below.
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EXAMPLES 

Building a Bucky Ball  

This incident happened around 1999, when the Internet was not so widely used 
in Kerala. A child approached a teacher with the idea of building the model of a 
“Bucky ball” –in other words, a model of an allotrope of carbon (named after 
Buckminster Fuller, who popularized the geodesic dome). The teacher was 
aware of the common allotropes of carbon such as diamond and graphite but 
this was a new concept to her.  Hence she took up the challenging task of 
reading up on the topic and had a lively discussion with the child as to different 
ways of building the model.  In this whole process, the teacher went through an 
amazing learning process along with the child.  The Bucky ball has an 
intriguing structure of interlocking hexagons and pentagons and there was much
brainstorming about building this dome-shaped structure. Finally the model was
built, using black chart paper and straws through several trial-and-error 
methods.

This can be considered as an experience where a teacher who was new to a 
topic went ahead with the child without discouraging his interests, thereby 
promoting his research and exploration skills.  It was a very rewarding learning 
experience for the teacher, since she learned how to nurture the relationship by 
not breaking the trust placed in her regarding the project.  And, also, since there 
was much fun involved, it further cemented the relationship between the teacher
and the child.   Later on in the teacher’s career this became a very valuable 
experience and she was able to make use of this idea in several ways which 
benefited other children, also. 

 
A Passionate Learner and the Gas Laws

Another illustration of how the school curriculum reflects its principles 
concerned a science student in the High School section. Teaching core science 
subjects like physics and chemistry to interested, passionate children can be an 
invigorating experience. In the school, the children face the ICSE and ISC board
exams after a very stimulating and fun-filled childhood which helps to keep 
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their mind open, curious and not time-bound or restricted, even if faced with a 
daunting syllabus and exams.      

One such child had questions for every concept she learned from the textbooks. 
An example of her attitude towards learning can be seen as the teacher taught 
her the principles of the Gas Laws.  She was never a subdued learner, accepting 
the laws as stated in the textbooks without having ample proof, and she was 
never satisfied until she was totally convinced.  This led to many stimulating 
intellectual discussions and many times the textbook remained open in front of 
her with the least attention given to it. The teacher remembers her as a child 
who was never bothered about the completion of the syllabus or the percentage 
marks obtained for the exams. This example reinforces the school’s conviction 
that learning should be open-minded and that concepts need to be connected 
with the child's own experience.  If this is ensured, the whole process of 
learning, mastering the syllabus and facing the exams becomes a joyful and 
rewarding experience.  When this does not happen, the academic experience in 
the higher classes tends to be monotonous and learning becomes a burden to the
child.   

ACADEMIC DEVELOPMENT

For the academic development of the children, the school maintains a syllabus 
for standards KG to eighth that is preparatory to the Council on the Indian 
School Certificate Examinations syllabus that begins in ninth standard. 
Supporting each syllabus topic is a wealth of activities, materials and learning 
aids designed by the teachers and students of the school.

The school does not always approach curriculum in the conventional sense of 
planned student outcomes, skills and concepts and core content, because much 
of the learning in the school is spontaneous, exploratory and student-directed, 
with the outcomes not always limited or predictable. In addition, assessment of 
the child’s effort is seen in a holistic context of individual growth and effort, 
rather than rating on a standardized rubric. However, a broad framework does 
exist within which the teacher and child can interact and explore.
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LEARNING ENVIRONMENT AND MATERIALS 

In implementing the school’s curriculum, the design and set-up of the learning 
environment requires careful attention and planning. An enriching environment 
is provided in different ways, through a well-developed library, and the creation 
of materials of interest to the students, such as skits, interdisciplinary textbooks,
card games, board games, student-produced material, and so on. Some 
representative examples of materials used in the school are discussed below. 

Skits

One of the most agreeable ways to learn new subject matter is through the 
reading, practice and performance of skits. Children always love to participate 
in a skit. A wealth of subject matter can be introduced, and what is learned stays
with the learner. Usually, skits that include humour are most successful with the 
children. The skits in Appendix 3A originated with teachers, who tailored the 
topics to the syllabus and the roles to the individual children, and also with 
children, who suggested skit topics and helped with the dialogues.

For example, a skit developed on acids and bases for an eighth standard 
“combined class” (in this case, science and English) had some strong learning 
outcomes. The chemistry and English teachers got together to develop the script
of the topic. The subject matter was given by the chemistry teacher and the 
language teacher developed it into a skit with lots of funny statements. The 
children were introduced to the skit in the combined class and were divided into
groups to learn the script and present it. Later on they presented it to the whole 
school and teachers also joined in the performances and enacted their roles in 
their own way, which enhanced the experience in the minds of the children. 
Much later for their annual assessment there was a question based on this topic 
and the children were able to recollect facts from the skit well. When the Upper 
Primary children heard about this skit, they requested the script and also 
presented it on their campus. Skits are another medium to improve teamwork, 
confidence and public speaking, in teachers as well as in students.  
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Textbooks 

For several years the school included in its curriculum an interdisciplinary class 
for eighth standard students popularly known as “HEG.” This combined 
History/English/Geography class, meeting daily for a two-hour period, offered 
an active learning experience in which unit topics were approached from 
multiple perspectives.  for example, in the unit on the European Renaissance, 
the sonnets of Shakespeare, exploration of new lands, the Protestant 
Reformation, Copernicus and the solar system, and other topics were 
experienced through exciting activities. The children travelled by bus on an 
excursion to Vasco da Gama’s burial place in Cochin, they enacted the exploits 
of explorers in skits, charted sea routes on maps that they themselves created, 
and read poetry on nautical themes. They also learned through debates, puzzles, 
plays, storytelling, quiz games, board games and exhibitions including a 
Renaissance Fair.

The three teachers in this class, each representing one of the three disciplines, 
learned to “pass the ball” effortlessly to one another in the free-wheeling 
classroom discussions. While the English teacher might be leading the children 
through a reading of “I Must Go Down to the Sea Again,” the geography 
teacher might show on a world map the major seas of the world, and then invite 
the history teacher to tell stories of famous sea battles in history.

To support the curriculum in these three subjects, the teachers compiled a 
textbook of selected readings, literature, maps, timelines, cartoons and other 
learning aids. Along with the textbook, the teachers made an activity book of 
games, puzzles and activity sheets which children could complete on their own. 
In the introduction to these materials, the teachers posed the questions: ‘What is 
history? What is English literature? What is geography?’ with the aim that the 
children would come to an answer that each of these disciplines was part of the 
other. This integrated approach was designed to help the children to see the 
interconnectedness of the subjects, thus widening their perspective on learning.
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Card Games

Card games are an ideal vehicle for curriculum, especially for Lower and Upper
Primary children. At any moment of the school day, children can be found 
playing these games, which have been designed by the teachers on a wide 
variety of topics from every subject in the curriculum.

The most popular of these card games is based on the Go Fish model where 
children draw cards, question each other and try to collect matching sets of four.
Teachers have created these games on historical monuments, gems, cars, 
flowers, continents, countries, states of India, vegetables and many other topics 
which easily become familiar to the children through their play. To add to the 
curriculum content, the photographs on the cards can be labelled in one or 
multiple languages, enhancing the children’s reading skills. To make these 
cards, teachers use a Table format on the computer and cut and paste sets of 
images, then have the tables printed, laminated and cut into cards. It is a simple 
and inexpensive process and multiple sets of cards can be acquired for a 
nominal sum.

The children never seem to tire of these card games. They often use them as a 
kind of “time out” from more active play, and they like to relax in the library on 
a floor mat for their card games. As they play, with the help of the teacher, they 
acquire not only general knowledge, but social skills of fair play and adjusting, 
as well as organizational skills as they arrange their sets of cards. To keep the 
games from becoming too competitive, the teachers often make as many as 
twenty or thirty sets of images for one game, which prolongs the play and 
minimizes quick victories. More than collecting the most sets, the children seem
to enjoy the pleasure of collecting and possessing the beautiful images on the 
cards.

Board Games

Board games are an important part of the school curriculum, as they help 
children learn in an open and relaxed way.  They are created by the teachers to 
introduce any subject. Among the popular board games in the school are games 
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on cars, the Renaissance, cells, the Spanish language, the digestive system, the 
Mughals in Indian history, and many more. 

Certain features of the board games are designed to be non-competitive so that 
the children’s experience is always one of satisfaction. This is important so that 
the child feels confident, willing to risk and ready to open to learning. No one 
loses, “goes backward,” or “falls” in these board games, but the games remain 
challenging and motivating. For example, in many of the games, if the player 
lands on a square that instructs him to “Go back 3 spaces,” the square he is 
redirected to offers a reward.  Also, to avoid labelling players as winners and 
losers, the game is played by each player until they reach the goal, and then they
watch or help the others to reach the same goal. Sometimes the children 
themselves change the rules or think of new ones, but the aim is always to enjoy
the play.

The content of the board games is rich. Many of the boards contain squares with
information and game cards that pose questions which, when answered, are 
rewarded with a token. The practice in the school, especially in the lower 
sections, is to persist until the question is correctly answered. Other players can 
also help, so that the token is always earned, and the experience is of knowing 
rather than being put on the spot and not-knowing. In answering questions on 
these subjects while enjoying the thrill of travelling around the board, the 
students gain skills and information that become part of their happy experience 
and are not forgotten.

Spontaneous Activities

The richest part of the school curriculum comes from the children themselves, 
from their spontaneous activities, ideas and creativity. Fortunate is the teacher 
who can grab these ideas on the wing, support them, enhance them or simply be
able to observe or participate in them.

Children produce a never-ending stream of ideas. If they have a supportive 
environment and the freedom to develop their ideas, the resulting “spontaneous 
curriculum” is low-cost, simple yet imaginative, and memorable. Often these 
spontaneous activities are attempts to experience the grown-up world. Children 
like to “play house,” “play office,” and pretend to do adult things like driving, 
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or even better, designing a car. To them, the grown-up world is a powerful place
where they are eager to be.

Children also like magic, mystery and wonder. They can divine the mystery in 
the most mundane of objects. It is a challenge to them to circulate through the 
school and try to figure out the combinations of all the number locks. They like 
to play tricks and guessing games, and “hide and seek” never goes out of style.

A teacher who is alert to what the children like can introduce many curriculum 
topics and skills. For example, to develop their reading and writing skills, a 
teacher thought up a game where stories the children dictated into a tape 
recorder “magically” appeared in written form. Children who would not have 
taken the time to sit down and write a story were eagerly creating story after 
story because of the “magic” involved. Another teacher, knowing that the 
children liked to be pulled around on a mat, made a mathematics game out of it, 
with the children adding their weights to see the maximum load the teacher was 
able to pull.

Many a planned activity in the school has had its genesis in these spontaneous 
activities. The activity of a child who was fascinated by various currencies and 
wanted to “make money” led to a school-wide bank with opening of accounts, 
borrowing and lending, and currency exchange. To keep a healthy stream of 
spontaneous activities in a school curriculum, children need to feel that their 
ideas can be realized with the support of their teachers and the entire school 
environment. Through the realization of their own ideas, children not only gain 
subject knowledge, they grow in confidence, planning and organizational skills, 
and most of all, in enthusiasm for learning.
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CHALLENGES OF THIS KIND OF CURRICULUM

There are several significant challenges to implementing this curriculum 
followed in the School. Some of these are summarized below. 

Children come first: The curriculum is important, but the child is the most 
important. Teachers have to find the right balance between following the 
interests of the children and presenting subjects. It is a matter of learning to 
know when a new idea will be welcome, of seeing when there is an opportunity 
to add new information to a child’s area of interest. If the teachers focus on the 
children and their interests and individual way of learning, then many 
opportunities will open up for the presentation of curriculum. But if a teacher 
focuses on the syllabus and the subject matter, the children will be less 
interested and engaged, less apt to learn. Curriculum in this approach arises 
from the relationship between the teacher and the child, and at its best it is a 
mutual exploration.

All children need attention and not just a few:   In the case of a school trying to 
follow this kind of curriculum, an adequate number of well-trained teachers is 
essential. The teachers should be quite committed and always have in their 
thoughts a common goal as to how the school and children should develop. If a 
child is not able to articulate well in English, this should immediately be noted 
and worked upon. In the same way, the children’s emotional needs also must be 
met. But as schools grow larger, there can be difficulty in getting the required 
number of teachers with the same conviction about the approach. Gradually 
children who are loners or with other difficulties may be less attended to, with 
the curriculum unevenly experienced or applied. Some children, for example, 
might be lacking math or reading skills or might not be strongly bonded with a 
teacher. Level-appropriate assessment and monitoring of all children is very 
essential in order to extract the full essence of the approach. There should be 
adequate follow-up on child assessment, also.

The syllabus topics should be covered in all aspects: When a school follows a 
‘flowing model curriculum’ which is strongly based on the child’s interests, 
there can be difficulty in monitoring whether the syllabus gets properly covered 
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during the academic year. Unless there is proper activity planning and tracking 
by the teachers, this can get ignored.

Parental misunderstanding: Many parents are not even aware of the basic 
requirements of this kind of approach to curriculum. They may get worried at a 
certain point about lack of reading/writing skills in the children or believe in the
wrong information passed on by others, which leads to pressure. The children 
then will be made to learn at home in a totally different way from the school. To
prevent this, cooperation is essential between parents and school.

Challenge of the board exams and high mark expectations: The children may 
enjoy following this kind of curriculum in a very natural way up to their class 
eight level, which then will change in a drastic manner due to board exam 
pressures in high school. There is so much expectation from the society and 
parents about scores in general, which can make the students worried and 
become textbook-oriented. The need to research and explore will then take a 
backseat compared to their LP/UP days.

Financial challenges: Since there is a high teacher-student ratio and a lot of 
emphasis on experiential learning and on activities based on children’s interests 
in the curriculum, the income and expenditure for this kind of education are 
always at a disparity. 

Continuous updating to enhance the creativity of teachers: Although the 
teachers are trained initially, there should be annual updating to enhance their 
existing talents and also to keep them abreast of the latest innovations in 
technology and other fields of education.
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