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“God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God.” (I Cor 1: 28-29)

“On a dangerous seacoast where shipwrecks often occur there was once a crude little lifesaving station. The building was just a hut, and there was only one boat, but the few devoted members kept a constant watch over the sea, and with no thought of themselves went out day and night tirelessly searching for the lost. Many lives were saved by this wonderful little station, so that it became famous.  Some of those who were saved, and various others in the surrounding area, wanted to become associated with the station and give of their time and money and effort for the support of its work. New boats were bought and new crews trained. The little lifesaving station grew.

Some of the members of the lifesaving station were unhappy that the building was so crude and poorly equipped. They felt that a more comfortable place should be provided as the first refuge of those saved from the sea. So they replaced the emergency cots with beds and put better furniture in the enlarged building.   Now the lifesaving station became a popular gathering place for its members, and they decorated it beautifully and furnished it exquisitely, because they used it as a sort of club. Fewer members were now interested in going to sea on lifesaving missions, so they hired lifeboat crews to do this work. The lifesaving motif still prevailed in this club’s decoration, and there was a liturgical lifeboat in the room where the club initiations were held. About this time a large ship was wrecked off the cost, and the hired crews bought in boatloads of cold, wet, and half-drowned people. They were dirty and sick, and some of them had black skin and some had yellow skin. The beautiful new club was in chaos. So the property committee immediately had a shower house built outside the club where victims of shipwreck could be cleaned up before coming inside. 

At the next meeting there was a split in the club membership. Most of the members wanted to stop the club’s lifesaving activities as being unpleasant and a hindrance to the normal social life of the club. Some members insisted upon lifesaving as their primary purpose and pointed out that they were still called a lifesaving station. But they were finally voted down and told that if they wanted to save the lives of all the various kinds of people who were shipwrecked in those waters, they could begin their own lifesaving station down the coast. They did.

As the years went by, the new station experienced the same changes that had occurred in the old. It evolved into a club, and yet another lifesaving station was founded. History continued to repeat itself, and if you visit that sea coast today, you will find a number of exclusive clubs along that shore. Shipwrecks are frequent in those waters, but most of the people drown.”

This striking parable represents the present situation of the mushrooming international schools in India –irrelevance. Someone sarcastically pointed out that education is the only business that flourishes in certain states in India like Kerala.  To attract more students many schools have started using titles such as ‘international’, ‘multicultural’, ‘global’, and ‘multinational’. What does it mean to be an international school? In what ways can an ‘international’ school provide ways for genuine engagement with the local community and what values can they learn from the mutual engagement? To what extent can these international schools enable the students to address the issues that we face in this century? The question of values arise when the student of the 21st century hails from families from different nations and cultures, studying and living in other countries, taught by teachers from different countries/culture, and introduced to a curriculum which is euphemistically called ‘international’ or ‘multicultural’ or ‘global’. Hence the title of the conference ‘Values and Internationalism’ is worth discussion. 

At the outset I want to make a couple of confessions. This is my regarding my identity. First, I am an outsider among you and a new comer to the IB programme. I am a Hindu by culture, Indian by nationality, and a Christian priest of the Indian Orthodox Church and am trained in religion and theology which is strictly out of the domain of the IB curriculum. Second, I am also an insider because I teach Religious Education in Kodaikanal International School, Kodaikanal, South India which has a long history of IB programme since 1976.  I, therefore, speak as one on a frontier which gives me a unique privilege to appreciate and to critique my school in the light of the present topic. This presentation titled ‘Internationalism and Localism: Rethinking Mutuality of Value Systems in an International School’ is a modest attempt to explore the relationship between an international school and its local community and the values which emerge out of that relationship. Here by values I mean not only “guidelines for individual behavior”
 but also ethics and guidelines which govern collective behavior.

Kodaikanal International School (KIS) located among the beautiful Palani hills of South India was founded in 1901 primarily as a school for children of the missionaries serving in different parts of India. It has been an IB Diploma programme school since 1976. KIS is an autonomous residential school with a broad “college-oriented curriculum”
 the primary purpose of which is to educate students to appropriate higher education and vocation. KIS is a “self-consciously Christian”
 school which affirms that the guiding principle of the school is based on the life, person, and teachings of Jesus Christ. The school invites students and staff from multicultural backgrounds to live and learn together. Living and learning together needs full time commitment and involvement from the whole community. The school is also fully aware of its location in Indian context which is both its identity and commitment to being a constructive part of the life of the host nation, India. A statement in the philosophy of the school needs particular attention. “We are committed to education that takes the richness of Indian history and culture seriously and that takes a progressive stance on positive social change in this context.”
  The school attempts to live out these philosophies through a strong social experience curriculum which addresses issues facing native and global societies. 

In spite of the school’s mission statement and its efforts to fulfill that mission, there exists a gap between the ‘international’ school community and the local community outside. The result is that KIS tends to become an ‘international island’ in itself with limited in-depth engagement between the two communities. What are some of the key value systems of the local community which can make an impact in the school’s philosophy and its goals?  How do the mutually enriching values of the international School and local community enable the former to prepare inquiring, knowledgeable and caring youngsters for the future? These are some of the questions which crossed my mind as I was preparing this paper. 

The KIS international community consists of about 125 professional staff members and 490 students who come from about 30 countries and from various cultures within India. The term ‘local community’ refers to the original inhabitants of Kodaikanal hills who are mainly Dalits and tribal people and not people who settle in Kodaikanal for business in this tourist town. They are socially, religiously, politically and economically the most degraded community in India. According to the Indian society, they are outcastes for they do not belong to the four-fold Indian caste system. I highlight this oppressed but unique community because they represent the three raw realities of Indian society today. These are social oppression, religious discrimination and economic hardship. In this paper I argue that KIS community is yet to fully utilize the rich resources of this community if it wants to remain genuine to its commitment of positive change in the Indian society. There are signs of engagement between the school community and the Dalits. However, it has a long way to go to identify and actualize the values which emerge out of this mutual engagement. Let me delineate a few.

First, is the historical heritage and environmental awareness of the Dalits. The Dalits have strong roots to the indigenes of the land which has a long history going back to 3500 years.
 A Dalit historian James Massey states that the Dalits share their historical roots with the indigenous people of India particularly known as the ‘adivasi’ (early settlers).
 Dr. Babasahib Ambedkar, a Dalit leader, who was instrumental in the formation of the Indian constitution, in his book “The Untouchables” argued that the primitive society consisted of local tribes which fought with each other resulting in the formation of three groups namely, a Settled group, a Raider community and a Broken community consisting of defeated tribes, the latter being the Dalits.
 

The Dalits are fully aware of the centuries-old history of suffering which they experienced in the Indian society so much so that they lost humanity and finally reached the stage of “no people”.
 The term ‘Dalit’ does not mean poor or outcastes but denotes the deplorable state to which they have been reduced through religion and culture and who continue to face similar discrimination even today. Therefore history and a critical analysis of history are fundamental to Dalit identity. According to Dalit scholar Athyal, “History is fundamental in the sense that realization of the Dalits as the ‘subjects’ of history is essential towards recovery and recapture of their lost dignity.”
  Today’s Dalits which number more than 200 million in India (20% of the total Indian population) are a historically conscious people. In spite of their social uprootedness and oppression they feel themselves historically rooted. Dalit consciousness of historical rootedness is an eye-opener to many students who are labeled ‘Third Culture Kids’ or ‘Global Nomads’.
 Even when one feels socially uprooted one can be historically rooted by being a member of human society.

Another uniqueness of Dalits as indigenes is that they live very close to the environment. Respect for the earth and the creation are important aspect of Indian (Hindu) culture. Traditionally, Indians seek the permission of Mother Earth to till the land and even to begin any form of construction (Bhumipuja which means worship of Mother Earth). A Dalit sub-caste called Pulaiyar community which once occupied the Palani hills are traditionally agricultural laborers. The way they interact with and took care of the environment and farms could be a great learning for the KIS community. KIS has a well organized student-run social experience programme called ‘So-ex’. Our 10-12th grade students take active role in the planning and implementing of service projects. This includes accountability for their actions, learning how to demonstrate empathy and respect for others and feeling empowered to make meaningful impact on the community in which they live. On a regular basis the KIS students visit orphanages, old age homes, and rehabilitation centres in the local town. Recently, the social experience teacher reported that through some level of interaction with the mentally and physically handicapped children, our students became aware of their own handicap to fully engage with the differentially abled. It is through such deeper engagement that the KIS community can learn values of humility and respect for others. 

KIS students also engage in environmental issues such as conservation and recycling projects. Our school has an ambitious environmental project planned for a locality forty miles away from the school. It is a programme for first hand learning about environmental issues. But my point is that we will need to fully engage the indigenes and tribals of the land in all phases of this project. The natives who lived in those areas for centuries are storehouses of knowledge regarding the history of the environment, its maintenance, and preservation. Without mutual partnership with the local community how can our school run an efficient environmental programme?

Second is Dalit religious heritage and theological expression of their renewed identity as God’s own people. In spite of the fact that many Dalits remain as Hindus, during the 19th and 20th centuries, Dalits mass conversions to Christianity and other religions took place in India. However, the sad reality is that they are still treated as outcastes in the religious communities to which they got converted, including Christianity. Dalit religious consciousness enabled them to develop what is called Dalit theology which is a form of liberation theology. According to Athyal, “Dalit theology emerged out of the conviction that in order to be rooted in the Indian situation it needs a conscious reflection of the oppressive situation of the Dalits.”
 In this sense Athyal sees Dalit theological movement as a corrective to the “institutionalization of inequality and inaccessibility with in the Indian Church.”
 For the Dalits pathos (pain) is the beginning of knowledge. They relate their experience of pathos to the Cross which is central to Christian faith and practice. The Dalits’ engagement with Christian institutions such as KIS can help it reinterpret is mission and philosophy which are centered on the life and teachings of Jesus Christ. Being a Christian institution, it has a strong department of Religious Education which offers courses at all levels in subjects such as Christianity, World Religions, and Modern Religious Thought. The school also employs a large number of staff from faith backgrounds other than Christianity. These resources provide unique and excellent opportunities for the school community to have religious and inter-religious dialogue. How much is it fully utilized is the question that the community has to ask itself. I also would like to see this dialogue take place between the school and the local communities to enhance mutual respect between various religions/faith backgrounds. This is crucial for a world which is saturated with religious fundamentalism and extremism leading to seemingly unending conflicts and misery to individuals and communities.

Moreover, the image of the servant of God is meaningful to Dalits who had been servants to Indian society for centuries. There is a vast difference between servanthood and service. Jesus as Servant God shows the example of servanthood by washing his disciple’s feet and even to the extent of self-sacrifice. This is servanthood. Service can be paternalistic in the sense that it develops a form of hierarchy among the donors and the recipients of service. KIS students are engaged in many projects within and outside of the IB programme. But these programmes tend to bring about a hierarchical relationship between the international community which provides the service and the local community which is the recipient. Genuine engagement with the Dalit community will challenge the school to rethink servanthood for today’s world. The values of genuine servanthood, self-sacrifice, and empathy will emerge only when the school community will reinterpret its Christian religious heritage in more inclusive terms.

Closely related to the religious heritage is the economic reality of poverty. Economic poverty is a daily experience for Dalits. Although the Indian government, non-governmental agencies and religious groups have provided many avenues for the economic upliftment of the Dalits, except for a creamy layer who gets to the top of the Indian society, majority of them stay below poverty line. Often Christian institutions present Christianity’s transcendental dimension- that is religion and education as ways to success and that which free us from the miseries of life, poverty etc.- without really addressing the root causes of the peoples’ socio-economic problems. The Dalits experience of survival and resistance will challenge the school community to see the integral relationship not only between the transcendental dimension and the “existential miseries of life”
 but also the social structures which contribute to the widening gap between the poor and the rich in the world. A powerful method that Dalits use to challenge the social, economic, and religious structures is through folk traditions. Dalit folk forms have “pluralistic expressions and adaptations, contextualized performance, interpretation and significance’, and “critical, subversive, counter-cultural, confrontational dimension also.”
 Dalit folk traditions are rich but not fully utilized resources for the international schools to challenge the injustice in the present world. This needs further research and study.

At this juncture we also have to raise questions about the role of science and technology. Do they serve the interests of the privileged few or of whole humanity? Brazilian educator Paulo Freire argued that pedagogy is a “revolutionary process” makes use of science to promote “humanization” while “science and technology at the service” of the oppressor reduces humans to “the status of things”.
 The specific question which we need to raise in our international schools is whether science and technology have enslaved humans and they turned out to be end in themselves. In KIS, the Modern Religious Thought and Theory of Knowledge classes discuss the values and ethics that govern science and technology and their ultimate good in alleviating economic poverty.

The spirit of genuine engagement or what Elizabeth Fox calls “common partnership”
  is implicit in the statement of Mr. Geoffrey Fisher, Principal of the Kodaikanal International School, as he spelled out the issues in educating the next generation.
 Outlining the dangers of the “pressure that Indian educational system and parents put on children today” (I am a survivor of that system during my own school days!) to become a doctor or engineer, he said that there are several other opportunities for doctors and engineers to “cross over” the stereotyped  “categorization” to work in other fields.
 Confidently he states, “one of the great joys of our system is that we get people who have been in international situation and are globally aware and they leave us after doing an international curriculum, living with different nationalities and hence acutely aware of different cultures and sensitivities, very well prepared for a global world.”
  However, the Indian educational system has also undergone similar changes (although not at the same speed as in some schools) and so did change the expectation of today’s parents. 

In the light of this discussion  I want to highlight a few issues for the KIS.  First is related to Paulo Freire’s concept of “banking concept of education”
 in international school. In this method, the teacher is all knowledgeable and “depositor” of knowledge while the students are “depositories”.
 International schools have a tendency to project “absolute ignorance”
 onto local educational system and the local community.  Knowledge is “a gift bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know nothing.”
  According to Freire this ideology “negates education and knowledge as processes of inquiry.”
  Let me give an example. A student who is very enthusiastic about environmental pollution in Kodaikanal town commented that “we (the KIS students) should teach the ‘illiterate locals’ hygiene and how to keep Kodaikanal lake clean of plastics and other hazardous materials.” There is no question that being a tourist town Kodaikanal is polluted by plastics and other non-bio-degradable wastes. The more serious story is that the lake had been the permanent dumping ground of mercury waste from a local factory which manufactured mercury thermometers for export to a foreign country. The local community had organized rallies against this company which finally had to close down. But the reality is that the people of the land are still victims of this pollution. So, as bell hooks states, knowledge is a “field in which we all labor.”
 

Second issue is the tendency of the international schools to reduce the local community as ‘others’ or as objects of their research or as recipients of service. Euro-centered international schools which impose their exclusive values on others fall into this category. This is what Freire calls the “paternalistic social action apparatus” in which the local community is considered as recipients of our service or “beings for others.”
 Instead of toleration, accommodation or assimilation, enabling the local community to transform the unjust structure so that they can be “being for themselves” is the best service that the international community can offer to the local community.
 This concept is based on what Paulo Freire calls “problem-posing education” which enhances dialogue, critical thinking and affirming human.
 It is similar to what Mr. Fisher called “creative intelligence or problem solving or relationship intelligence” which means using even the limited information one acquires for more understanding and application of that information in various fields.
 

My argument throughout this paper is that in this task of ‘crossing over’, the Dalits are our teachers for they were able to resist the different forms of injustice and painful realities which tried to limit their growth and freedom as humans and were able survive as full human beings. According to the Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh’s pedagogical philosophy of holistic learning,
 I am convinced that Dalits can show the international community the way to self-acutalization - to be fully humans. When genuine and critical engagement happens between the international schools and local community, education will not only transform people and communities but education also will be transformed to what bell hooks calls a “practice of freedom”.
 

The history of the IB organization and its mission which aims to develop inquiring, knowledgeable and caring youngsters sets high standards for mutual interaction between the school community and the outside world. This will take place when both the communities will be able to cross over to each other’s space and to return to one’s own space with renewed understanding of who they are and what they are. It will enable the school to redefine the ‘international’ character of the school and its values – its identity. Therefore, identity is not about shared values but of difference also. Encompassing both the similarities and differences indicate that the concept “international” is a never a finished product but a process of ‘becoming’, contingent upon the changing needs and context.
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