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Every time I sit down and attempt

to write about Shakunthala Sharma,

I am reminded of a beautiful poem-
“The brook ‘by Lord Alfred Tennyson.
I Google the poem, read it quietly

and just sit, with my chin in the cup
of my palm, staring at a blank space
somewhere near the ceiling. Where do
I begin? I remember thinking that

the interview with the lady herself
had yielded little as she had spoken
in gentle tones, only about her parents’
vision and about the school. I smile

as I recollect my conversation with
her sister and niece- “That’s just

like her! Shakku never speaks about
herself. Her work speaks for her.”

Youngest in a family of three sisters,
Shakunthala is known to all her
colleagues, peers and most of her
students as Shakku akka, akka
meaning elder sister. She was born
into a legacy called The Children’s
Garden School, which was founded
in 1937 by her parents, Ms. Ellen
Sharma and Dr. V. N. Sharma.

Today their vision of a school that
would be a confluence of eastern
and western teaching philosophy
has grown and completed 75 years.
Many have come and walked through
this temple of learning- some carried
away a piece of the vision,

and set outto pursue their own dreams,
and still others made valuable
contributions to the development

of the school, but Shakku akka
stayed on, nurturing and widening
their vision.

Shakku was merely 13 years
of age, when her mother identified
a spark in her- she had acumen

for decision-making, and a will

to stand up for herself- “She will do
well for the School.” Compulsory
Tamil medium schooling

and regular communication

with the city’s administrative
personnel, even at such a tender age,
formed the bedrock of Shakku akka’s
initiation into Public Administration.
In her early years, she watched

and learnt from her parents.

The Banyan tree was chosen as the
school’s logo and a line from Goethe
was identified by her father, and would
henceforth be the school’s philosophy-

“Let none be like another.

Yet each be like the highest
How can that be?

Let each be perfect in himself”

Shakku akka watched as her mother
patiently brought the school to life
and breathed this philosophy into it.
Keeping in mind the need to train

the minds of young children,

and to cultivate social responsibility
in future citizens of an India that

was surging ahead after freedom,
Ellen Sharma introduced western ideas
like the play-way method, and inspired
her young faculty to develop activities
to suit eastern tradition. She always
sought the opinion of those that she
worked with, keeping in mind that
new strategies and approaches always
arose where the work was happening.
During the Second World War,

and India’s Freedom Movement,

the school survived through financial
crisis. But it was during this struggle,
that the school made her friends

and partners. Shakku akka discovered
that, “a good thing’ always has a way

of maintaining itself without being
forceful, and that a good leader

is eternally thankful for the challenges
that arise every day. For, it is the
challenges that set the momentum

for growth and give character to a
growing institution. With pioneering
social schemes like inclusive education
and mid-day meals already in place,
Shakku akka took over the reins as the
headmistress in 1961. Though her
mother still guided in student matters,
Shakku took charge of the entire
administration. The school was in its
25th year. Shakku akka was barely 22.

The Indefatigable Administrator-

It was time to take her parents’ vision
to the next level. Just as a gardener,
tends to the roots as much as he does
the tree above the ground, Shakku
akka tended to this banyan tree.

As the tree grew taller and ever
expanding, reaching out to people

of all socio economic backgrounds,
Shakku enabled the roots to grow
further, stronger and in search of more
resources in order to support the tree
above. The growing school needed
space to expand. In 25 years the school
had grown in strength from 7 to 1500.
With just a handful of schools in the
city, Children’s Garden had to taken
in students in large numbers.

The school opened its doors to Tibetan
refugees in 1970 and needed hostels
for them. With accreditation for SSLC
examinations, the school needed
additional lab facilities. The clearance
for introducing English as the medium
of instruction in the Primary School,
required more trained faculty.
Determined though she was to field



all these challenges, Shakku akka
was aware that it was a mammoth
task that needed a bigger network
of well-wishers with large resources.
Within the first three years

as headmistress, she initiated

the formation of a Parents-Teachers
Association through which

they acquired land and buildings
around the neighborhood.

The pace was set for

infrastructural development.

The Educationist-

While the term “inclusive education”
draws glances of admiration and adds
a star to the credentials of a school

in the new millennium, inclusive
education was a way of life for Shakku
akka. Physical challenges were

but small obstacles that would have
to be dealt with. Learning-aids for

the visually and otherwise challenged
students were developed as part

of the teaching-learning program

as and when the need arose.

These were carefully documented

for future reference. As a
reinforcement of the school’s
philosophy, the individual skills

of the students were identified and
addressed rather than encourage
academic brilliance from all students
alike. Teacher training centers were
created within the school premises
and new recruits were indoctrinated
into the philosophy of the school.

The training program was much
sought after even by other leading
educational institutions.

By 1999, Shakku akka decided that
it was time to allow a younger order

of authority. Over the next decade,
Shakku akka as Correspondent

of the school sought the expertise
of inspiring women, to lead the
school. Each new Headmistress
was differently talented and was
allowed free reign to promote use
of technology and new teaching
methods. Keeping the teaching
methods fresh and relevant to

an ever changing student population
was of essence.

A woman ahead of her times-

Frugality and innovation are

an entrepreneur’s virtue. Long before
the word “entrepreneur” gained
popularity, Shakku akka was busy
setting-up a “web of
entrepreneurship”. In 1978,

when an opportunity knocked at her
door in the form of properties

in Karaipakkam and Shollinganallore,
Shakku akka envisaged a holistic
development plan for the two
locations. Her own interest

in cultivation and drive to innovate
lead to the development of vegetable
and dairy farms to support the city
school’s mid-day meal schemes.
“When we were very young

and the school had just been
established, there were many
evenings, when our mother would
pick up the food from our plates

and divide it again to feed some extra
mouths. She explained to us that,
money to buy more food could instead
be used for the school. This was
Shakku’s motivation to make

the school self-sufficient “,

says Shakku akka’s sister about

the plan to start a farm. In due course,

in order to help the farmhands,

two small schools were set up

for their children and those of the
nearby villages. Simultaneously,

an adult education program

too was set up for the rural women.
The women were trained in tailoring,
and thus a unit was formed

for stitching uniforms for the city
school. Within a few years, a weaving
and batik printing unit too were set up
to promote the local artisans.
Meanwhile, the village schools grew
and produced students who excelled
in both Academics and Sports.
Within a few years, units were
developed to train the students

in catering management and computer
hardware skills giving rise to a fresh
batch of local entrepreneurs.

The two schools have since, gained
their rightful recognition through,
global partnership programs,
environment protection schemes

and contribution to Sports. It must

be mentioned here that these two
villages are today vibrant satellite
communities to Chennai. Shakku akka
provided the first opportunity

and guided the rural folk to take
charge of their lives, and sustenance.

Shakku akka's sister recollects about
the good times, “Shakku loves
holidays as much as she loves
working. But even on holidays,

she is accompanied by many children,
who have no families to go back to.
She takes them to Ooty, her favorite
place, where they go trekking

and wildlife watching. “And then
about the not-so-good-times,”

The Shollinganallore school had just
started hostels for the students,




in the mid-80s, when Chennai

was hit bya cyclone. With no phone
lines and broken roads, the school
was completely cut-off from the city.
Shakku braved the roaring rains

and waded through the floods all
alone, in the middle of the night to be
with her children, and ensure their
safety. See, only if there is a self can

a person be selfless, the school and her
children were a part of her.”

By far the noblest and most valuable
contribution of Shakku akka to
Education itself is the meticulous
documentation of the
learning-teaching programs that have
been conducted, over the last 75 years
of the school’s service to a cross-section
of Indian society. One would not be
exaggerating in stating that this archive
of Learning Methodologies is a treasure
trove for those studying Pedagogy

and the Evolution of Learning.

In tandem with the Sharma Centre

for Heritage Education, it is a much
sought after institution by students
from the Far East and Europe who
wish to study about Indian Education
systems. While the materials

are available and in use,

Shakku akka’s ongoing project is

to create a Library or Museum

to house these tools that have been,
and will continue to be, instrumental
in educating generations of Indians.
As she sat in her favorite place

in school, to pose for a photograph,
Shakku akka dressed in a coral-colored
sari, was a vision of simplicity.

When she smiled in response to
something the photographer had said,
the lines at the ends of her eyes creased
into folds of affection and she glowed

with a selfless tenderness.

She was born and raised to head

the school; but with shrewd and
incisive decisions and
accomplishments ahead of her times
she created an institution. Though she
refrains from naming any, she has
inspired many students- accomplished
artists, successful business persons
and in national and public services,
selflessly giving back to their society.
Her Banyan tree will live on to shelter,
nurture and groom many more

to come.
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