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My School

I HAVE been told that you would like to hear of the educational mission I have taken
up, but it will be difficult for me to give you a distinct idea of my institution which has
grown gradually during the last twenty-four years. With it my own mind has grown
and my own ideal of education has come to its fullness, so slowly and so naturally, that
I find it difficult now to analyse and put it before you.

The first question you may all ask is: what urged me to take up education. I had
spent most of my time in literary pursuits till I was forty or more. I'had never any
desire to take my part in practical work, becauce I had a rooted conviction in my mind
that I had not the gift. Perhaps you know the facts, or shall I make a confession? When
I'was thirteen, I finished going to school. I do not want to boast about it, I merely give
it to you as a historical fact.

So long as I was forced to do so, I felt the torture of going to school unsupportable.
I often used to count the years that must pass before I should find my freedom. My
elder brothers had passed through their academic career and were engaged in life, each
in his own way. How I used to envy them, when, after a hurried meal in the morning,
I found the inevitable carriage, that took us to school, ready at the gate. How I wished
that, by some magical spell, I could cross the intervening fifteen or twenty years and
suddenly become a grown-up man.

I afterwards realised that what then weighed on my mind was the unnatural pressure
of the system of education, which prevailed everywhere.

Children’s minds are sensitive to the influence of the great world to which they
have been born. Their subconscious mind is active, always imbibing some lesson, and
- with it realising the joy of knowing. This sensitive receptivity of their passive mind
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helps them, without their feeling any strain, to master language that most complex and
difficult instrument of expression, full of ideas that are undefinable and symbols that
deal with abstractions. And through their natural gift of guessing they learn the meaning
of words which we cannot explain.

But it is just at this critical period that the childs life is brought into the educational
factory— lifeless, coloutless, dissociated from the context of the universe, within bare
white walls staring like eyeballs of the dead. We had the God-given gift of taking
delight in the wotld, but such delightful activity was fettered and imprisoned, stilled by
a force called discipline which kills the sensitivity of the child mind, the mind which is
always on the alert, restless and eager to receive first-hand knowledge from mothet
Nature. We had to sit inert, like dead specimens of some museum, whilst lessons were
pelted at us from on high, like hailstones on flowes.

I rebelled, young as I was. Of course this was an awful thing for 2 child to do—
the child of a respectable familyl My elders did not know how to deal with this
phenomenon. They tried all kinds of persuasion, vigorous and gentle, until at last I
was despaired of and set free. Through the joy of my freedom, I felt a real urging to
teach myself. T undertook the task of playing schoolmaster to myself, and found it to
be a delightful game. I pored over any books that came my way, not school-selected
text-books that I did not understand, and I filled up the gaps of understanding out of
my own imagination. The result may have been quite different from the author’s
meaning, but the activity itself had its own special value,

At the age of twelve, I was first coerced into learning English. You will admit that
neither its spelling, nor its syntax, is perfectly rational. The penalty for this I had to
pay, without having done anything to deserve it, with the
exception of being born ignorant. \

When in the evening time my English teacher used
to come, with what trepidation I waited! T would be yearning
to go to my mother and ask her to tell me a fairy story, but
instead I had to go and get my text-book, with its
unprepossessing black binding, and chapters of lessons,
followed by rows of separated syllables with accent marks
: like soldier’s bayonets. As for that teacher, I can never
forgive him. He was so inordinately conscientious! He insisted on coming every single
evening, there never seemed to be cither illness or death in his family. He was so
preposterously punctual too. I remember how the fascination for the frightful attracted

me every evening to the terrace facing the toad; and, just at the right moment, his
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* umbrella, for bad weather never prevented him coming, would appear at the bend of
our lane.

One day I discovered, in a libraty belonging to one of my brothers, a copy of
Dickens’s O/d Curiosity Shop. I persisted in reading it, and, with the help of the illustrations
supplemented by contributions made by my own
imagination, I made out some kind of a story. In this -
manner, with no help from any teacher, but just as a child
leatns by sheer guessing, I went on reading and reading
and a twilight atmosphere of colourful vision was produced
in my mind.

This was the experience of my own young days and I
believe that a large part of such success or reputations I

may have acquired, I owe to that eatly freedom, won with
wilfulness.

In our childhood we imbibe our lessons-with the aid of our whole body and mind,
with all the senses fully active and eager. When we are sent to school, the doors of
natural information are closed to us: our eyes see the letters, our ears hear the abstract
lessons, not the perpetual stream of ideas which form the heart of nature, because the
teachers in their wisdom think that these bring distraction, that they have no great
putpose behind them.

When we accept any discipline for ourselves, we try to avoid taking in anything
except what is necessary for our purpose; and it is this purposefulness, which belongs
to the adult mind, that we force upon the children in school. We say, ‘Never keep your
mind alert, atténd to what is before you, what has been given to you.” This becomes
torture to the child, because it goes against Nature’s purpose, and Nature, the greatest
of all teachers, is thwarted at every stop by the human teacher who believes in machine-
made lessons and not in the lessons of life, so that the whole growth of the child’s
mind is not only hurt, but forcibly spoilt.

I believe that children should be surrounded with the things of Nature, which
have their own educational value. Their minds should be allowed to stumble on and be
surprised at everything that happens in the life of to-day. The new to-morrow will
stimulate their attention with new facts of life. This is the best method for the child.
But what happens in school is, that every day, at the same hout, the same book is
brought and poured out for him. His attention is never hit by the chance surprises
which come from learning from Nature.

How quickly the child, left to himself, is capable of gathering facts! In its early
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