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Godhead is light. Nescience is darkness. Where there is Godhead there is no nescience.
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   The 
Krishna-Avanti 
    School

Welcome to England’s 
first state-funded K®ß∫a-

centered school, a state-of-the-
art learning environment that 

nurtures Vaiß∫ava values.
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In Many Parts of the world, parents must  
choose between free secular education and expen-
sive religious-based schools. But now in Britain,  

as in australia and new Zealand, the government 
meets the operating costs of schools run by all reli-
gious institutions (as a result of funding increases over 
the last fifty years, and a widening of the policy, since 

Though primarily government funded, Krishna-Avanti 
School (below and right) also required nongovern-
ment sponsors, the main one being the Anil Agarwal 
Foundation.
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1997, to include faiths other than 
Christians and jews). this pro-
gram allows children to learn reg-
ular school subjects in a cultural 
environment where the etiquette 
and some of the infrastructure are 
faith-based, without parents having 
to pay school fees on top of taxes. 
about seven thousand—almost 
a third—of England’s schools are 
church or faith schools, yet until 
recently the followers of the sacred 
Vedic texts lacked a state-funded 
school. the run-up to one started 
in 2005. that year, the iFoundation, 
established by a few congregation 
members of Bhaktivedanta Manor 
in 2003 to create enterprises that 
embody and promote Vaiß∫ava  
values, won approval for a primary 
school that would have IsKCOn, 
the Hare K®ß∫a movement, as its 
faith partner. the iFoundation’s  
first four directors were nitesh 
gor (navîna K®ß∫a Dåsa), Prashun 
Popat, Pradyumna Dåsa, and  
upendra Kalan. 

the resulting school, built in 
Edgware, a town in the northwest  
london borough of Harrow, is 
named Krishna-avanti. the state 
contributed the majority of the 
construction costs; the rest came 
from voluntary aid. Completing 
the school reached a dramatic high 
point when a last-minute loss of pri-
vate funding jeopardized the proj-
ect, which required four million 
dollars (£2.5m) in voluntary aid.  
the iFoundation sought the assis- 

tance and guidance of the experi-
enced Patron Council of Bhakti- 
vedanta Manor, and together, within 
two days, they developed a strategy  
to safeguard the project. that in- 
cluded taking the risk of under- 
writing the financial shortfall while 
support was sought from congre-
gation devotees and others. this 
typified the risks, sacrifices, and 
challenges that the many devotees 
involved in the project undertook. 
the experience certainly made the 

To raise money for the school, 
members of the Bhaktivedanta 

Manor congregation took 
part in a sponsored mountain-

climb called the Three Peaks 
Challenge (above and right). 
Hari VaµΩa Dåsa (center of 

the photo above, with another 
devotee sitting on his lap), 

who inspired many people to 
come together for the walk 

and offered numerous years of 
service, passed away last year.
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iFoundation directors more appre-
ciative of the great surrender, sacri- 
fice, enterprise, and achievements of 
Ûrîla Prabhupåda and his disciples. 

In 2011, a second Krishna-avanti 
primary school opened in leicester. 

soon a primary school 
will open in redbridge 
and an “all-through” 
(primary and secondary) 
school in Harrow. that 
IsKCOn is the faith 
partner for Britain’s first 
Hindu schools means 
that the British govern-
ment and the Hindu 
community recognize 
the spiritual path of lov-
ing devotional service to 
K®ß∫a, which the IsK-
COn devotees teach, as 
an essential and authen-
tic branch of Vaiß∫avism, 
the largest of several 
primary traditions that 
make up Hinduism. 

What does the 
school’s faith-based 

character mean for children? natu-
rally, the soul’s eternal occupation 
of service, called sanåtana-dharma 
in sanskrit, is a fundamental fea-
ture of the school day. at the center 
of the new school building stands 
a temple built according to a Vedic 
architectural system, scaled down 
to three-quarters size for the chil-
dren. the school day starts with kîr-
tana as the children observe K®ß∫a 
and His brother, Balaråma, on the 
altar. K®ß∫a and Balaråma attended 
school together long ago in avanti 
(present-day ujjain, India). the 
name Krishna-avanti, which can  
be translated as “K®ß∫a in avanti,” 
is meant to inspire fondness for 
god and education. 

the temple is made of Makrana 
marble, the same material used on 
the taj Mahal. two hundred Indians 
in the town of Makrana, rajasthan, 
carved the marble before it was 
shipped to Edgware.

the temple’s central location in 
the school led to huge challenges 
during the construction. Delays in 
India and the lack of suitable stone 
masons in the uK posed a logistical 
nightmare. the iFoundation wanted 

At the traditional ground-
consecration ceremony (left), 
devotees install a deity of 
Lord K®ß∫a’s expansion 
Ananta Ûeßa under the 
foundation of the temple.
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to hire stone masons from India, 
but for them to get work visas, they 
needed to pass a competency test 
in English. so the iFoundation paid 
for up to ten of them to study full 
time, in the expectation that enough 
would pass. But all failed. Providen- 
tially, the iFoundation located uK-
based stone masons to overcome 
this problem.

The Spiritual Element
At Krishna-Avanti

spirituality is present not only in 
the collective worship at Krishna-
avanti; it is woven into the national 
Curriculum the school teaches, and 
it influences far more than just the 

study of religion. råsama∫∂ala 
Dåsa, author of The Heart of Hin-
duism, a work used for religious edu- 
cation in Britain’s schools, helped 
enhance the Krishna-avanti sylla- 
bus by looking at what Vaiß∫avism  
could add, such as its developed con- 
cepts of the inclusivity and equality 
of all beings and its emphasis on  
interactive and experiential ap- 
proaches to education. teaching  
children spirituality brings a sense 
of transcendent purpose to school-
ing and character formation. al- 
though today’s schools have pro-
grams to teach values, unfortunately 
for the students the schools empha-
size careers and mundane opportu-
nities. the Krishna-avanti teachers 

know that when children receive an 
education steeped in spiritual values,  
they can become what Ûrîla Prabhu- 
påda describes as the best citizens:  
clean, honest, law-abiding, loyal, 
healthy, and industrious.

Evaluating the first Krishna-
avanti school, the Office for stan-
dards in Education, Children’s 
services and skills said, “the 
pupils’ joy in coming to school is 
very evident and is demonstrated in 
their regular attendance, punctual-
ity, first-class behavior, and sense 
of purpose. they play and work in 
total harmony and respond enthusi-
astically to their teachers. the pupils’  
spiritual, moral, social, and cultural 
development is outstanding.”
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yoga practice, sanskrit classes, 
music, dance, and drama lessons 
using Indian and Western styles and 
instruments, and pure vegetarian  
meals offered to K®ß∫a and Bala- 
råma and eaten in the traditional 
Vedic way—sitting cross-legged 
on the dining-room floor—also set 
Krishna-avanti apart from other 
schools.

How are controversies between 
science and faith dealt with at 

Krishna-Avanti offers small 
group learning opportunities, 
experienced teachers, up-to-date 
technology, and pure vegetarian 
meals. Above, Ms. Allen (Nadîyå 
Ma∫î Dåsî) captivates all.
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Krishna-avanti? the book In Good 
Faith provides a look at “schools, 
religion, and public funding” in the 
uK. the authors note that in science  
education the concept of god is 
sometimes challenged and found 
unscientific and irrelevant. In this 
scheme of things, all creatures lack 
a spirit soul and are the products 
of evolution. this view conflicts 
with the Vaiß∫ava view that god 
and the soul are at the heart of the 
beginning of the universe. so, like 
the schools mentioned in In Good 
Faith, Krishna-avanti provides sci-
ence teaching from its own perspec-
tive, staying true to the school’s 
religious convictions and encour-
aging critical thought on scientific 
issues. 

as for academic subjects, the 
students achieve excellent scores. 
In the national Curriculum tests 

(sats) on science, English, and 
Math, every Krishna-avanti stu-
dent in the age five-to-seven group 
exceeded the expected level, or 
national average.

Sanåtana-dharma, as the soul’s 
nature, is a consciousness that spiri-
tualizes many of the school’s activi-
ties. the students learn verses from 
the Bhagavad-gîtå, one of god’s 
most blessed gifts to humankind, so 
that words like karma and bhakti 
slowly become familiar and loved 
and fill the children’s imagination. 
lord K®ß∫a says that souls should 
be mindful of Him, offer their love  
to Him, sacrifice for Him, and act 
out of reverence for Him—and prom- 
ises that in this way they will come 
to Him, since they are dearly loved 
by Him.

In the commentary to his transla-
tion of the Bhagavad-gîtå, graham  

schweig (garu∂a Dåsa) writes that 
the ultimate goal for souls is to 
attain a state of full-heartedness—
wherein one offers one’s heart in 
uninterrupted, unconditional love in 
response to god’s yearning to love 
us. K®ß∫a pronounces this yearning 
as iß†o ’si me d®dham iti: “you are 
so much loved by Me!” (Bg. 18.64) 
god seeks humanity and passion-
ately loves souls.

Deep spiritual awareness and 
attention are the ultimate purpose 
for Krishna-avanti to include tra-
ditional rituals, sanskrit study, and 
regular subjects infused with the 
vision of bhakti, the soul’s loving 
devotional service to K®ß∫a. 

Focus on Attention

rupesh (rüpeΩvara gauråõga 
Dåsa), a devotee inspired by the 

Various play 
areas provide 

students with a 
choice of paved 

and natural 
surfaces (right 

and below).
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school’s spiritual ethos to teach 
there, took thirty students to the 
computer room to look up images 
of K®ß∫a and write sentences  
about what K®ß∫a wears. later,  
he explained to them why they  
have to listen and pay attention. 
the call for children to pay  
attention is heard repeatedly in 
schools everywhere, but at Krishna-
avanti it could be said that there’s 
a deliberate spiritual motive be- 
hind it. the call to “pay attention” 
commonly invokes thoughts of duti-
ful and reluctant obedience more 
than inspired motivation. normally 
it is a stern plea for the learners 
to refocus and accomplish a task 
at hand, which usually is the accu-
mulation of knowledge required to 
pass tests. 

But in a higher sense, paying  
attention can invite in—and enable 
children to receive—what is outside 
them or transcendentally beyond 
them. this is not a totally new con- 
cept in the West. the educational 
philosopher and activist simone  
Weil wrote, “the only serious aim  
of schoolwork is to train the atten-

Sanskrit class (left) and 
physical education (below) 
are parts of the well-rounded 
curriculum.
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tion.”* she taught school in the 
1930s, and her book Waiting for 
God contains an essay called “re- 
flections on the right use of school 
studies with a View to the love of 
god.” reading the Bhagavad-gîtå 
had a great influence on her work 
and even inspired her to learn san-
skrit. In her book, she elaborates 
on the link between attention and 
education. all school subjects, she 
maintains, should be directed to the 
development of the faculty of atten-

The Mayor of 
Harrow, Coun-

cilor Mrinal 
Choudhury, 

from West Ben-
gal, visits the 

school (above). 
Mrs. Naina Par-
mar (Nandarå∫î 

Dåsî), the first 
head teacher, and 

Rupesh Hirani 
look on. Scenes 

from K®ß∫a’s life 
(right) play out 

along the base of 
the temple dome.

*“altering Habits of attention in Edu-
cation: simone Weil and Emmanuel 
levinas,” by Claudia Eppert, in Spiri-
tuality and Ethics in Education, edited 
by Hanan alexander, sussex academic 
Press, 2004.
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tion, because it leads to spiritual 
growth and dialogue.

she understood K®ß∫a’s teaching 
that expressions of our willful inten-
tions are manifestations of ego. the 
ego’s dominant life-project is to 
secure and establish the sovereignty 
of “I” and “mine,” to seize and pos-
sess the world for oneself. to affirm 
their own significance, people want 

the good things of life. Fearing a 
void, they want to have their invest-
ments confirmed through externally 
endowed rewards such as wealth 
and prestige. 

the highest form of paying 
attention is to focus on god and 
thereby nurture a sacred longing 
for Him. and while thus focused, 
one prepares oneself to accept ser-

On the temple 
altar (left), 
Ûrî Ûrî K®ß∫a-
Balaråma 
preside over the 
school. Below, 
students begin 
the day with 
the Vaiß∫ava 
practice of 
chanting the 
holy names.
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On MarCH 29, Her Majesty Queen 
Elizabeth II and Prince Philip, the  
Duke of Edinburgh, visited Krishna- 
avanti Primary school at the invita- 
tion of the Harrow Council. they 
visited Harrow because of the 
diversity and inclusiveness of the 
local community. the Krishna-
avanti school represents this, be- 
ing at the heart of the community, 
and had also won important eco-
logical and architectural awards.

this is Her Majesty’s Diamond  
jubilee, her sixtieth year on the 
throne. therefore the music and  

dance performances for her in- 
cluded the debut of a special  
fanfare written for the jubilee. 

the Mayor of Harrow, Council- 
or Mrinal Choudhury, from West 
Bengal, was the first to be presented  
to the royalty outside the school en- 
trance. nitesh gor (navîna K®ß∫a), 
chairman of the school’s board of 
governors, guided the royal party 
during its one-hour visit. 

nina rajarani (MBE), her 
daughter, ashwini, and her com-
pany of female dancers performed 
first for the Queen. at the con-
clusion, the smiling Queen asked 
nina about the inter-generational  

feature of the dance, which includ- 
ed young girls, teenagers, adults, 
and mature ladies. 

next, twenty-five Krishna-avanti  
students, neatly flanking the altar, 
sang a Bengali hymn and the Hare 
K®ß∫a mantra for the seated Prince 
and Queen. 

the royal couple then stood to  
unveil a tapestry, designed and 

woven by the Dovecot weavers of 
Edinburgh. this is Dovecot’s cen-
tennial, and last summer in a new 
initiative some weavers worked in 
India with the Crafts Council of 
West Bengal. the tapestry, a gift 
to Buckingham Palace commemo-
rating the school’s place in the cel-
ebration of the Diamond jubilee, 
shows Ûrî Caitanya Mahåprabhu 
inspiring animals to dance and 
chant together in love of god.

Ûrutidharma Dåsa, the temple 
president of Bhaktivedanta Manor, 
described this miracle to the Queen 
by saying that chanting and danc-
ing and surrendering the heart to 

A visit from 
The queen

god brings peace beyond bodily dif-
ferences and designations. the chil-
dren had also chanted a verse about 
developing humility, tolerance, and  
respect for others as the means of 
constantly chanting god’s names, and 
Ûrutidharma informed the Queen that  
the school runs on these principles. 

Queen Elizabeth responded, “Isn’t 
that wonderful!”

P
eter B

eal (4)
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It also pumps water two hundred 
feet below ground level to warm  
it for under-the-floor heating, which 
achieves a seventy-percent savings 
on heating bills. and it has compu- 
terized building-management systems  
that control the rooms’ lighting, tem- 
perature, and air circulation. Each 
classroom is a state-of-the-art edu-
cational environment equipped with  
a computer-interactive whiteboard. 
Play areas offer a variety of options: 
indoor and outdoor, covered and 
open-air, hard and soft surfaces.

to insulate the building, the roof 
is planted with sedum, a fleshy-
leaved plant with star-shaped flow-
ers. the solution to the school site’s 
poor drainage is to collect the water 
next to the school in a pond that 
can double as an outdoor study 
habitat. the school grounds also 
include a wildlife garden, an amphi-
theater, both grass and all-weather 
playing fields, and flower and vege-
table gardens for outdoor learning.

naturally there is a waiting list 
to get into the school. For every 
place, there are five or six children 
whose parents want them enrolled. 
Krishna-avanti provides an oppor-
tunity to see that Vaiß∫avism is com- 
plex, offers solutions to the human 
condition, and has broad applications 
to mainstream society.

Tattvavit Dåsa recently co-edited  
a living theology of Krishna 
Bhakti, by Tamal Krishna Goswami, 
published by Oxford University 
Press in New York this summer.

Ërmilå Devî Dåsî has a Ph.D. in 
education from the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
She is an associate editor of Back 
to godhead, a visiting lecturer at 
Bhaktivedanta College, and a mem-
ber of the Sastric Advisory Coun-
cil to ISKCON’s Governing Body 
Commission. She acted as an educa-
tional consultant to the iFoundation 
in developing the Krishna-Avanti 
Primary School.

iFoundation is recruiting teaching,  
leadership, and support staff for all 
its schools. Contact ifoundation108 
@gmail.com.

 vice to god along with an ethical 
responsibility toward His creatures. 
More valuable than an egoistic pur-
suit of prestige and possessions is 
learning to be humble, compassion-
ate, and understanding. these quali-
ties can be realized by devotion to 
a spiritual path, beyond the limita-
tions of egotistically thinking, “I am 
this body.”

Krishna-avanti takes the insight 
of Western educational philoso-
phers to its ultimate conclusion by 
training a child to pay attention to 
and serve god, opening the child 
to grace and the source of a higher 
intelligence. so attention is not sim-
ply a discipline of concentration or 
attending to the task at hand, but 
the “orientation of all that the soul 
is capable of toward god,” as Weil 
wrote. 

Ûrîla Prabhupåda expressed a 
similar thought in a letter: “a sur-
rendered devotee sees that every-
thing is part of K®ß∫a’s plan and 
that whatever is meant to be, I am 
doing that; so let me do it with my 
full attention to every detail, let me 
become absorbed in such service, 
never mind what it is; let all other 
considerations be forgotten and my 
only desire be to do the best thing 
for K®ß∫a’s pleasure alone. that is 
the advanced stage of understand-
ing devotional service.”

One of the Greenest
Schools in Britain

an innovative aspect of the school 
in Harrow is the ecological harmony  
of the building and school grounds. 
Designed by the architectural firm 
Cottrell & Vermeulen, it was the 
greenest school in Britain for sev-
eral years according to BrEEaM, 
the world’s leading design and 
assessment method for sustainable 
buildings. rancora Dåsa, a senior 
British devotee, acted as a consul-
tant on architecture and sustain-
ability. Krishna-avanti became one 
of The Telegraph’s top ten build-
ings of 2010 and the Harrow Heri-
tage trust Building of the year that 
same year.

unlike most schools in Britain, 
Krishna-avanti recycles rainwater. 

Clockwise from top left: Queen  
Elizabeth arrives at Krishna-Avanti; 
the Queen unveils a tapestry of 
Lord Caitanya while (left to right in 
photo) Anil Agarwal, Navîna K®ß∫a 
Dåsa, and Ûrutidharma Dåsa watch; 
students sing the Hare K®ß∫a mantra 
in front of K®ß∫a-Balaråma; Navîna 
K®ß∫a, the Queen’s host for the tour, 
accompanies her into the temple.


