Transformation of a School
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The transformation of the Government Primary School in Pudukkuppam is a shining example of how passion,
creativity, and community engagement can revive an institution. Once on the brink of closure, the school now
thrives as a centre of learning, cultural pride, and academic excellence.
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Figure 1. A childhood full of freedom, joy and confidence.

n the heart of Pudukkuppam, a small coastal village in

Puducherry, stood a government primary school that
faced the grim reality of closure. With only 16 students
enrolled, the Directorate of Education decided to merge
it with a nearby school, assuming it had little to offer
to the community. However, this decision triggered an
extraordinary transformation, led by a passionate teacher
and a dedicated team which refused to let their school
fade into oblivion.

A school, as an institution, requires several resources
to function effectively and thrive. These are, good
infrastructure, skilled human resources, dedicated
teachers, strong leadership, and, most importantly, the
goodwill of the community in which it exists. However,
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government schools often fall victim to false stereotypes
of providing subpar education, leading to low enrolment
and, eventually, closure or mergers. A similar fate awaited
this school. This is the inspiring story of how a struggling
institution overcame scepticism, redefined education,
and became a beacon of hope for its students and the
community.

Bridging the gap between community and
school

For years, villagers believed that government schools
provided substandard education compared to private
institutions. Concerns over safety, outdated teaching
methods, and a lack of infrastructure further discouraged
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parents from enrolling their children in government
schools. Government schools were often seen as a last
resort for students who struggled academically or socially.
Changing this perception was the first and most crucial
step in reviving the school.

Determined to shift perspectives, the school
embarked on an ambitious mission to create an
engaging, dynamic learning environment. Instead of
merely focusing on classroom instruction, the staff
introduced a series of community-driven events and
activities to bridge the gap between the school and
the villagers. These included the Annual Day, Food
Festival, Learning Festival, Reading Festival, Science
Fair, Thirukkural (sacred verses in Tamil) Competitions,
Farmer’s Day celebrations, Art Exhibition, Sports
Competitions, etc.

These activities not only showcased the school’s vibrant
atmosphere but also rekindled community interest in
government school education. Parents and villagers
began to see the school as a centre of excellence rather
than a failing institution.

Engaging the community through popular
events

The school organised a wide range of activities to engage
the community with the school and build a strong rapport
between the two. Some of these were:

Food Festival

Aimed at celebrating traditional food and promoting
healthy eating habits, the Food Festival became a highly
anticipated annual event. Parents showcased homemade

dishes, emphasising the importance of nutrition and
steering children away from junk food. The festival also
featured a barter system where villagers exchanged food
items, reinforcing communal bonds.

Learning Festival

This event shattered the misconception that government
schools focused solely on rote learning. Activities such as
origami and craft, clay figurine making, and storytelling
allowed students to showcase their creativity. Parents
were astonished by their children’s talents, strengthening
their trust in the school’s teaching methods.

Students’ Day celebration

On Students’ Day, a class Il student won first prize in a state-
level reading competition. The achievement was publicised
through banners and village-wide announcements,
further enhancing the school’s reputation. Parents were
invited to celebrate their children’s successes, fostering a
deep sense of involvement and pride.

Independence Day Parade

Students dressed as freedom fighters participated
in a grand parade, drawing attention from onlookers
who marvelled at the school’s resurgence. Dramatic
reenactments of historical events left a lasting impact,
and the community’s acknowledgment of the school
generated further interest in its activities.

Thirukkural Competition

Participation in the Thirukkural Appreciation Competition
was another defining moment. LKG and UKG students
memorised and recited Thirukkurals with astonishing

Figure 2. Students talk about their project.
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Figure 3. Students showcase their work.
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accuracy, earning them the prestigious ‘Thirukkural
Achievement’ award.

Pongal Festival

The school organised a Pongal festival to mark Farmer’s
Day, which saw overwhelming parental involvement. The
event honoured local farmers, and students performed
farmer-themed songs and dances. The school premises
were adorned with traditional decorations, reflecting the
rich cultural heritage of the village.

Annual Day celebration

The annual school anniversary became a grand affair,
with parents and villagers actively participating. Parents
contributed by purchasing gifts, preparing cultural
performances, and decorating the school. The four-hour
celebration featured a colourful array of artistic displays,
solidifying the school’s place at the heart of the community.

Challenges

These events were not without challenges. When
we organised the first Science Fair, which is now a
successful, annual event, it did not draw much attention.
| had encouraged all the children to participate. We even
bought some materials to support the process. Parents
asked me to help their children create projects, so we
worked together during school hours. In my classroom,
we displayed all nine planets on the upper wall, using
coloured lights and balls to bring the solar system to life.
The children proudly showcased their creations, filling the
room with excitement and wonder.

On the day of the exhibition, neither the villagers nor the
parents showed up. Only the teachers, the Inspecting
Officer, and just two of the parents of the 16 children
enrolled were present. What would a celebration be like
without people witnessing it? It felt disheartening. That
day, we decided to go door to door, inviting parents and
villagers to come to the school and see the students’
work. Slowly, people started to arrive. The Science Fair
was even televised, and when parents saw their children
featured on the news, they were filled with pride. The next
morning, parents gathered before the morning assembly
to express their gratitude. A thousand butterflies fluttered
in my heart... The show captivated the audience. No such
celebration had ever been held at the school before.

Showcasing students’ learning

Academic activities and student learning are crucial in
fostering trust in government schools. Therefore, our
focus has now shifted to showcasing students’ learning to
the community.
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Figure 4. Equal opportunity for all to learn.

Print-rich learning spaces

Recognising the importance of immersive learning,
the school transformed its classrooms into print-rich
environments. Colourful charts, subject-specific displays,
and student-made portfolios lined the walls, making
learning an interactive experience. This approach
extended beyond the school, inspiring parents to create
similar learning spaces at home.

Reading Festival

The Reading Festival introduced unique challenges,
which enhanced student engagement and learning.
These include mirror reading, news reading, reverse or
zigzag reading, storybook reading in Tamil and English
and handling cash and weighing produce in a mock
marketplace.

The festival received widespread appreciation from
educators and village heads. A UKG student’s ability to
read 1,000 words left the audience in awe.

Focus on Early Childhood Education

Understanding the importance of foundational learning,
the school focused on revitalising kindergarten and
lower primary classes. Classrooms were transformed
into vibrant, print-rich learning spaces that captured
the imagination of young students. A variety of
interactive teaching strategies were introduced,
including storytelling, puppetry, and drama; Interactive
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) tools
and visual aids; engaging activities, like dress-up and
excursions; personalised exercise sheets and subject-
specific notebooks.
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Parents were invited to observe monthly classroom
activities, creating transparency and trust. Morning
assembly and school events also included young children,
further strengthening their connection to the institution.

Milestone achievements

The school’s innovative approach soon bore fruit, with
students excelling in academics and extracurricular
activities. Some notable accomplishments included: UKG
students naming 99 flowers from Sangam Literature on
a radio broadcast; winning the prestigious Thiruvalluvar
Award for presenting 100 Thirukkurals; publishing picture
and word books authored by students; three consecutive
years as state-level toppers in reading competitions;
and two consecutive years as state-level toppers in
handwriting competitions.

Community trust and growing enrolment

The numbers tell a compelling story. There were 14
students in the academic year 2017-18 and by 2021-22

this number was 57. This surge in enrolment highlighted
the community’s renewed faith in the institution. Parents
who once hesitated to send their children to the school
now actively participate in its activities.

A Testament to perseverance

The transformation of the Government Primary School
in Pudukkuppam is a shining example of how passion,
creativity, and community engagement can revive an
institution. Once on the brink of closure, the school
now thrives as a centre of learning, cultural pride, and
academic excellence.

This journey serves as an inspiration to educators
and policymakers, proving that with determination
and innovative thinking, any school can overcome
challenges and emerge stronger than ever. The
school’s story is not just about saving an institution;
it is about redefining education, rebuilding trust, and
creating a future where every child has the opportunity
to shine.

M Valli has been a Primary School Teacher in government schools for the last 17 years. She believes
education should be joyful and student-centred; it should nurture curiosity, creativity, and critical thinking.

and cultivated through experiential, hands-on approaches that spark both understanding and a love for

learning.
Contact: vallimanil922@gmail.com
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| Q | The author envisions classrooms as safe spaces where every child’s potential is recognised, celebrated,

K Gandhimathy is a Resource Person at the Azim Premji Foundation, Puducherry. She has three decades
of experience in the field of education. She collaborates closely with teachers, fostering transformative
learning spaces that encourage reflective, research-based teaching practices and a commitment to
continuous growth and educational innovation.

Contact: gandhimathy@azimpremjifoundation.org
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