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A Tatar School in Crimea
ENTHUSIASM KNOWS NO BOUNDARIES

“It’s always the same nightmare,” says Aishe Tchabanova, Principal of
School No. 2 in Staryj Krym, Crimea. “First an explosion... and then the
school goes up in smoke. Our heating system is rickety and antiquated
and frequent power cuts make it dangerous to use.” Aishe Tchabanova has
a strong personality and a loud voice, but they don’t hide the fact that she
is very worried. She runs a Tatar school with 540 pupils and 36 teachers in
a small village in the Autonomous Republic of Crimea, in the Ukraine
where the population is predominantly Russian-speaking. Her daily life is
a mixture of trouble-shooting and keeping everyone motivated. Aishe
Tchabanova’s school has a particularly heavy burden to bear. Like all
schools in the Ukraine, it is facing the consequences of poverty and the
general disintegration of the old school system. But that’s not all: As a
school designated for children of an ethnic minority - the Tatars - it is
among the poorest of the poor, along with all the other minority schools.

On an empty stomach

The temperature in the school building never rises above 12° C. Classes
begin at 7.30 a.m. and finish early. “We work while it’s still daylight,”
says Tchabanova. This is partly because of the constant power cuts.
There’s no question of asking the parents to help. “Most of them can’t
even give 50 kopecks (30 centimes) for their children’s lunch,” sighs Vice-
Principal Levaje Abibulajeva. “So many pupils work on an empty stomach
now. Under the Soviets the most underprivileged were served hot meals at
no cost. Today, we don’t have the means to offer free food.” Those who
can afford to eat at school in a cafeteria without tables or chairs. A few
benches are reserved for nursery school children, and one corner has
become a dispensary for the school doctor.

Teachers work out of “pure enthusiasm,” said Levaje Abibulajeva,
proudly. Their salaries are never higher than $20 ...when they are actually
paid. Before presidential elections last fall, they all received several months
of back salaries. Since then, nothing, “not even for Christmas,” she said,

’

admitting, “there are times when it’s really difficult to motivate them ”.
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Hunting for desks

Created in 1996, the school took over its present location in 1998, after
Tatar families pitched in and carried out most of the installation them-
selves. At the inauguration, the municipal council contributed $s5, just
about enough to pay for brooms. Some 500 children tried to enroll —
“Parents no longer wanted a Russian-language school for their children”
— but only 275 were accepted. At the beginning, only four classrooms out
of 25 were equipped, which meant that pupils were forced to stand up
during their lessons. The State Committee responsible for Nationalities
gave 50 desks and the school recuperated others from different parts of
Crimea: “It was a real desk hunt, ” smiles Levaje Abibulajeva, “They are all
different styles. We could open a museum”.

Two donations were especially appreciated: the Ukraine Soros
Foundation made it possible to equip chemistry and physics classrooms,
and Polish colleagues in the Education for Democracy Foundation set up a
computer room. The students started publishing a school newspaper in
Tatar. "We shouldn’t be thinking of financial and material problems
only,” says Aishe Tchabanova firmly. “Our major concern should be the
quality of teachers and the evalution of acquired knowledge”. Levaje
Abibulajeva agrees, adding that she does not see much improvement in
the financial situation. But she obviously prefers to relate how the teachers
have introduced innovative teaching methods. School n°2 of Staryj Krym
may be cash-poor, but it’s rich in enthusiasm and, especially, courage.
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