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I arrived at the SVYM hospital complex in Sargur at around 9.00am.  This complex houses the central 

offices for all SVYM activities in the area.  The morning was spent in going over reports, discussing 

activities, and looking at some video material from Prema Vidya.  In the afternoon after lunch we visited 

two schools, GHS B Matakere (does not have Lab kits at the school) and GMS M C Thalalu (was provided 

with the “Lab-in-the-box”).  (We had to turn back while trying to get to the third school since rains had 

made the road difficult to cross.  After struggling to drive the car up from a ditch earlier the driver did 

not want to take the risk of getting stuck.  Praveen really wanted to try and make it, but it was just a 

little too far to walk from the point where we turned back.  The school would have been disappointed 

since they were expecting our visit, but it was prudent to turn back.) 

 

The road became impassable 

Sargur is in H.D. Kote Taluk, and about an hour and a half from Mysore.  The area is rural, and the 

schools have all the challenges of rural government school though it is not far from prosperous Mysore.  

For all practical purposes these schools can be considered remote. 

 



GHS MC Thalalu, which is within the tiger reserve.  It has a very interesting circular design.  

For history on this project, please refer to the project webpage.  Here I focus on salient points to note.  

Just to re-state some key points: (1) class sizes are large, (2) teachers have a lot to do – at one school the 

teacher told us he teaches 30 classes a week, that they agree to go to training in addition is to be really 

appreciated, (3) the community in general supports the project, at one school the local panchayat leader 

arrived join us when we met with the teachers and headmaster and had tea with us. 

People working on the project 
Praveen is extremely motivated and a great asset to the program.  I particularly appreciated that he is 

close friends with several of the government school teachers the project works with.   

The two staff members I met are also very motivated.  Siddaraju (B.Sc B.Ed) is the coordinator and 

Shobha (D.Ed - VTTRC Alumni) (http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=910), is the 

facilitator.  This connection is important.  VTTRC was started to train teachers in the community, and 

now one of them is working from this project.  This is crucial for capacity building in the community, 

which should be the final goal in any project – it is not sustainable or a permanent solution if we always 

need help from outside the area.   

 

The people on the project (the two people on the left are teachers at the school we are visiting) 

Government support for the program 
This has been an oft-repeated question from us.  Here is an update on that. 

(1) They have been working with KSTA (Karnataka State and Technology Academy) who last year 

supported Lab-in-the-boxes (equipment for use in Science experiments, like what is carried in 

our van) for some schools.  The van greatly reduced the frequency of visits to these schools, but 

that made interest in the schools go down a bit – because part of the interest from the 

excitement of welcoming the van to the schools. 

http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=910


(2) Funds were given to schools to get their own Science equipment.  Rs. 25,000 was given to each 

high school for this.  Some schools made good use of it (GHS Madapura spent every rupee of 

this usefully), but not every school made use of it effectively.  Some bought the same equipment 

both years, some even returned the money.  At one school the teacher got equipment not 

directly related to the curriculum.  The project has decided to have an advocacy role here, and 

advise the schools on how to use the funds. 

Government has phased introduction of equipment such as projectors, computers (this is not directly 

related to lobbying efforts by the project).  When I visited it was clear that it would be hard to use them.  

Power is often out, and internet access is not going to be easy.  At a school within the tiger reserve there 

was a room with 8 computers, arranged neatly, but switched off and covered.  The same school had a 

box of materials from the Agastya foundation.  It felt so incongruous – the remote school with a small 

box of materials, at the same time with 8 (non-functional ) computers.   

 

On the left is a box of lab materials from Agastya foundation and on the right is the computer room 

(3) Exploratory Park: The government has created a separate body, the Karnataka Science and 

Technology Promotion Society (KSTePA) that has granted funds for phase 1 of a Science 

Exploratory Park.  Rs. 30 lakhs has been granted for the first year.  Rs. 7 lakhs of this is for 

community programs – for initiatives in development through Science, and Science in everyday 

life.  This is a tremendous achievement, and I believe the project has helped make this happen.  

In the last few years, through this project, SVYM has established that they are serious about 

improving scientific temperament among children and youth in the area.  SVYM will contribute 

land and buildings for this park.  KSTA wants this park to be replicable at the block level.  As part 

of this park, the Viveka School of Excellence (a CBSE school run by SVYM in Saragur to provide 

quality education at an affordable cost) Science lab will provide access to government school 

teachers, who in turn will teach others.  This will be taken up in phase 2. 

So in summary the government has moved in the direction of adding equipment in the schools and 

training teachers.  I think it is unlikely that they will more directly fund the project.  But I consider this a 

big win. 



(4) KSTA funds the career guidance aspect of the project. 

(5) There is a rumor that Science labs are being built.  There is a mandate to make higher secondary 

education compulsory by 2017.  High schools might have PUC I and PUC II added to make that 

happen.  If so labs might be built.  Praveen feels strongly that we should ensure that we give 

input here. 

Community Radio Project 
Our funds are not being used for this (because of restrictions on using foreign funds for disseminating 

information to the public).  The project has a program on the Community Radio for about 5 minutes 

each day and one special program (15-20 minutes) each week.  It costs them about Rs. 4000/hour for 

recording.  Government school Science teachers come and speak, and this is an excellent idea since it 

helps them (particularly the good teachers) share their ideas and can also be a recognition of their good 

work.  Recognition motivates people (as we see daily in our lives).  An English drama teacher was 

profiled.  We discussed profiling good teacher ideas, I strongly believe that that is an area that should be 

addressed – we should encourage good teachers, learn good ideas from them, and help them teach 

others.  Training should not be just from us to them.   

Large Size Classes 
As always at schools I visit I am struck by how large the classes are and how distant the teachers are 

from the backbenchers.  The classes are overflowing with students, and when they run out of chairs and 

benches they sit on the floor.  It is not easy to see what the teacher is doing in front of the class.  The 

project has now proposed some hands-on kits for use by students, so that they can work with the 

experiments themselves.  I am delighted by this.  

 

Children are crammed onto the desks, and there is not enough room for everyone.  Some sit on the floor. 

Career Guidance 
A significant goal of the project is to increase the number of students taking Science in PUC (after class 

X).   The required switch to English medium to learn Science in PUC is an issue, as is the general 

apprehension of Science.  The career guidance helps assuage these fears and encourage the students to 

study Science.  Last year they had the guidance centers set up as part of the Science fair and this worked 



out very well (they could counsel 209 children on the same day with the support of multiple counselors).  

A total of 1000 children were counseled last year. 

There is a concern about how well they can cope with the Science stream at PUC.  For one, it is more 

expensive (there is a lot of pressure from teachers at the local colleges to take tuition from them), and 

the medium of instruction is an issue.  Praveen feels that we should do something – continue to mentor 

youth who study Science in PUC.  If they drop out after we encourage them to join PUC, then we are 

kind of responsible. 

Science in Everyday Life 
This is the real challenge.  A lot of the activities so far have focused on the syllabus, a good first step. But 

we need to go beyond that.  Every time I visit I am struck by how disconnected the syllabus is from 

everyday life.  A lot of parents are farmers.  But there is not one thing in the syllabus that addresses 

challenges in farming.  Surely it would be beneficial to address everyday challenges in a more scientific 

way?  It is not practical that everyone in the taluk studies Computer Science and works for IT companies 

in Bangalore.  Some will continue to farm.  We equip them with no skills to solve their problems better, 

to use the benefits of Science in their lives.  This is an area where we should continue to work closely 

with the project. 

The exploratory park is one step in this direction.  The Higher Primary School effort is less focused on the 

syllabus.  For the high school component, it is harder to not to focus on the syllabus as the SSLC exam is 

very important and fast approaching.   

We saw a couple of Prema Vidya videos used in some schools.  Teachers borrow them and show them to 

the students when they have a TV/DVD player in the school.  These videos are developed by Prema 

Vidya, another SVYM project in Bangalore.  They are aimed at substituting for a teacher when a teacher 

is not posted in that school.  This project is ongoing in many government schools in Bangalore.  The 

videos do a good job teaching to the syllabus, but they do just that – teach to the syllabus.  I wished they 

would do more.  We need more material that encourages scientific and critical thinking, not just a 

description of facts. 

(As a side note, the college syllabus is similarly disconnected from local economic activity.  It is all about 

finding jobs in the cities.  It is not practical to expect that everyone will do this.  Some folks will stay 

behind, and they need the skills to analyze their local problems.  The tiny state of Vermont in New 

England has cold weather 6 months in the year.  So winter wildlife and forestry management in the 

winter are important topics here.  The department of Environmental Sciences in the university in that 

state has a renowned department focused on winter wildlife.  Surely it would be useful if Sargur colleges 

were able to focus on problems related to Sargur and the surrounding areas.  We have a long way to go 

before our colleges get to that point …. There are many interconnected factors that will need to be 

addressed ….) 



Interest in Science 
When we discuss projects such as these, it is easy to think that there is no interest in Science among the 

students and students and we are creating the interest.  But the truth is quite the opposite.  There is 

tremendous interest in Science (and in other things), especially when they feel they have a way to 

pursue that interest and learn more.  The Science fair has become hugely popular with schools 

competing for prizes.  Last year 90 teams participated with 1800 children attending.  It has become a 

popular local mela!   

And there is a great curiosity to learn (see appendix for an experience in another project), if they feel 

they can get answers.  Praveen as an experiment gave his cell phone number to a school and asked 

teachers and students to SMS him questions. He got so many questions that he was overwhelmed.  

Everything from the explanation of things to the name of the planet-like object that was discovered 

beyond Pluto.  He got so many questions that he had to suspend the experiment till he figured out a 

better way to handle the questions.  The proposal for 2013-2014 includes a question box for each 

school.  Students and teachers can put in questions which will be collected every 14 days and answers 

published in a newsletter distributed to all schools.  This way the questions and answers will also be 

archived. 

Perhaps we can help here.  Technologically it should be feasible for SMS questions to be routed to an 

email address we can check and answer?  If we have volunteers to help with this, this might be a 

unique way we can help the project.  We can help provide answers more quickly than a 14 day 

turnaround.  What do you think? 

Future Plans 
Praveen has lots of good ideas.  Here are some: 

(1) Advocacy. He strongly feels we should increase of advocacy role. 

a. Help teachers buy the right equipment with the of government grant of Rs. 25,000 

b. Provide input to the government as they work jointly on the exploratory park 

c. Provide input if the government builds labs for schools 

d. … 

(2) Phase out the van eventually 

(3) Mentoring of students who take up the Science stream in PUC 

(4) Question bank (see above) 

(5) Database for tracking each school individually.  In one school inexplicably all students did poorly 

in Kannada.  Tracking would be particularly helpful for specific cases like this.  This is an area 

where we can help, perhaps? 

 

Appendix 

Several years ago I attended a teacher training program for rural government school teachers in another 

part of Karnataka.  The resource person was teaching in Kannada, which was good (it is not easy to get 



resource people who can speak fluently in the local language – try teaching a Science class in your 

mother tongue and you will see what I am saying; so many of us go through English medium that is hard 

to teach in other languages).  The class was on optics, and they spent a good part of the day going over 

concave and convex lenses, with demonstrations showing light converging and dispersing. 

Towards the end of the training teachers began asking questions. 

(1) What is the principle when windows in a bus are painted and we cannot see into the bus, but 

people in the bus can see out? 

Sadly, the resource person did not know the answer (nor did I).  He said, “oh, it is one way glass” 

and shut up the teacher. 

(2) What is the difference between masoora and darpana? 

These are Sanskritized words for lens and a mirror.  I suspect the teacher asked the question 

since the words were unfamiliar to him, but they are used in the text book.  A good answer 

would have been to use the commonly used Kannada words – kannadaka (spectacles) and 

kannadi (mirror).  I think the teacher would have grasped the concept right away, as these are 

objects we use everyday and would have conveyed the key point – that light passes through a 

lens and is reflected by a mirror.  Unfortunately the resource person gave a formal definition for 

the terms instead of a simple explanation. 

These questions (especially the first one) showed me the keen interest in getting answers related to 

Science.  There is a real thirst for getting answers to these questions and knowing more.  For this other 

project Asha followed up with a resource center project that teachers could access. We have Google at 

our fingertips, and a ton of other resources, but it is not easy for teachers in rural areas to access help to 

answer their questions. 


