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Introduction

Amongst the various sites and cities that our MRU India Field School 2014

visited, it is safe to say that we felt most at home during our stay at Sri Ram

Ashram in Haridwar, India. We were moved by witnessing such a loving

family and experiencing such warmth.

One integral piece of this puzzle that helps make this family what it is: the

spirit and essence of play. It was with this in mind that we, Maria Alvarez,

Cara Bradley, Olivia Grecu, and Heather Ward, focused our time and playful

energy during our stay at Sri Ram Ashram. Wherever we looked, play seemed

to capture the attention of young and old alike and all were eager

participants. From the early morning stretches and yoga, to CrossFit, to the

various pick-up games that start spontaneously throughout the day - be it

volleyball, cricket, or basketball, amongst many others - the aspect of play is

always present.

It is with this sprit in mind that we present this book. We hope our reader's

hearts and minds will be filled with the essence of play that we were

honoured to experience.



"Play is so important to optimal child development

that it has been recognized by the United Nations

High Commission for Human Rights as a right of

every child" (Ginsburg, 2007, p. 182).



The Benefits of Play

No matter the external influences that exist in a child's life they have the

right to experience play. Poverty, exposure to violence, child labour and

exploitation do not take away the basic rights or needs of a child to

participate in play. Research shows how important play in all of its forms

is to the development of healthy cognitive, social, and emotional

functioning in children. Children require active socialization to become

healthy adults and achieve their full future potential.

At Sri Ram Ashram the children are encouraged to play and to

participate in various activities each day. Instead of the traditional

parent-child bonds that are considered so essential, the Ashram children

develop these important bonds and connections through their many

caregivers and with each other. Their love of play and the encouragement

they receive encourages the children to develop into well rounded,

confident individuals.

Ginsburg, K.R. (2007). The importance of play in promoting healthy child development and maintaining strong

parent-child bonds. The American Academy of Pediatrics (119:1) pp. 182-191. doi: 10.1542/peds.2006-2697

Government of Alberta.(n.d.) "Healthy U". Retrieved from: http://www.healthyalberta.com/729.htm

"Why active play is so important"(2011). Retrieved from: http://canadiansportforlife.ca/



Daily Fitness

Sri Ram Ashram was one of the first places in India with a CrossFit

program. CrossFit is a conditioning program aimed at improving

endurance and strength, which has expanded into a competitive sport.

Each morning, one of the older boys leads a warm up, stretch, and

workout, all before breakfast time. Not only does the Ashram's CrossFit

program complement and enhance the children's health and love of play,

but also gives them a sense of accomplishment and confidence that can

be seen in other aspects of their lives.









Stretching

In the Ashram the well-being of the children is a

main priority, achieved by providing them with

a healthy routine that begins early in the

morning with basic stretches. This encourages a

healthy life style, blood flow and flexibility. An

important tool for combining focus of the body,

mind, and spirit is yoga. Yoga and breathing

exercises are part of the morning routine. Some

of the benefits include higher productivity,

greater learning capacity, as well as relaxation

and inner peace. This early morning routine

provides mental clarity to help the children feel

more energetic, creative and ready to play.







Pool

On special occasions, the

children get to keep cool by

having a pool day. They

really love this activity

because it gives them an

opportunity to have some

fun in a different setting

while playing many games

and enjoying the refreshing

water. The pool also gives

the children a chance to

relax and soak in the sun

or have some fun while

splashing around with

their siblings.



Play

The beauty of play is that it is all inclusive and does not require

equipment, props or tools to make it enjoyable. A bike or a ball may help,

but there is just as much joy to be found in climbing a tree or playing a

game of 'ninja' (top right). So many impromptu songs, games of tag, and

clapping rhythms came up during our stay that shared one focus: they all

encompass and encourage the collective spirit of play

and personal connection.





Volleyball

We arrived at the Ashram with four

donated volleyball nets, but no

poles. Without batting an eye, the

older boys got down to business

finding another solution. Within an

hour, two large tree branches had

been dug into the ground with the

net tied around them. It looked like

the most wonderful net in the

world. Although volleyball is not a

sport they play regularly, the

children jumped right in. Eager to

learn and improve their skills,

volleyball was the game of choice

for about three days straight for all

age groups, and we were even able

to organize a lesson.











Dance

Dance is an integral

activity at the Ashram.

The children perform a

dance for every group

to visit the

Ashram. Often, as our

group found out, the

guests are also guided

in learning a dance of

their own. This leads

to many laughs at the

various levels of dance

ability. The end result,

however, is an amazing

night of performances

filled with energy and

passion.
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