
Project: Mobile Science Van 

Site visit by Melli Annamalai, Asha-Boston 

On August 11, 27, 28, 31 and September 10, 2016 

Summary 
With the expansion made possible by the Oracle grant the project now supports 52 Government Higher 

Primary Schools and 34 Government High Schools in HD Kote taluk. 

August 11:  Visit to two higher primary schools, and an understanding of the mobile library and how it 

works.  Initial progress of the mobile library is encouraging. 

August 27: A visit to Mullur High School to see the new Biology lab being developed by a teacher 

(member of the Vedike group initiated by the project), also saw the ‘art of reading’ workshop conducted 

Dr. Kollegal Sharma of Mysore.  The creation of lab space in government high schools, when none 

existed 6 years ago, is a tremendous success of the project. 

August 28: Participated in a Vedike meeting in Mysore.  Vedike is a teacher’s network, and is an initiative 

showing great promise.  Vedike members have been able to lobby the government, and they are seen as 

stars in the surrounding teaching community.   They can be leaders and resource persons for others. 

August 31: Visit to Katte Hunsur High School to see the new Mathematics lab and new Biology lab 

developed by teachers there, also members of Vedike.   Also met Dr. (Flt Lt) M.A. Balasubramanya, CEO 

of SVYM. 

September 10: Met with Dr. R. Balasubramanian, Chairman of SVYM in Mysore. 

August 11 
Praveen (coordinator and driving force behind the project) and I drove to Sargur first.  The rest of the 

team members were assembled in the office, and gave an overview of various activities: the regular 

Science van activities, teacher training, Science park, community radio, and newer initiatives such as the 

mobile library and school question box.   Praveen has worked hard on building up an effective team. 

On the way to Sargur we discussed how Praveen has addressed the challenges he faces.  It is very hard 

to find capable team members who are good in Science.  As one way to address this Praveen has taken 

charge of the new PUC classes opened at VSOE (Viveka School of Excellence), which runs an exceptional 

school in this rural area (this is a fee-paying school).  Praveen’s goal is that the Science teachers of the 

VSOE PUC classes will also be part of the Science van (Vignyana Vahini) project. 

Another proposal Praveen had was to increase the pay for a CBZ resource person.  It had been 

impossible to find a resource person at the current pay offered.  Praveen had interviewed 40+ people, 

with no results. 



Mobile Library 

This is one of Praveen’s ideas.  The Science van will carry with it Science books in Kannada.   Included in 

each book is a list of 15 questions and a post card.  5 questions are just directly on facts in the book.  5 

questions require some thinking and derivation based on what they learn in the book. The last 5 

questions go beyond these questions and require a real understanding of the concepts and the ability to 

connect with other ideas.  The van will leave the books with a school for a month, and then move them 

to another school.  The goal is to cover several upper primary schools in the course of the academic 

year.   The number of postcards returned to the project van office will help determine how many 

students read the books.   (Note: The Mobile Science Van for upper primary schools is covered by a 

grant from Oracle.) 

Praveen is happy that the Science van team has taken real ownership of mobile libraries, and have 

worked hard on writing the questions and distributing the books.   The initial results are very 

encouraging.   As of September books had reached around 1000 students and close to 300 postcards 

had been received back!  Many children go to one teacher schools, many students have a challenge with 

basic reading and writing, have no access at all to books, and have no habit of reading.   In this context, 

these numbers are impressive.   A girl from a village near Sargur had sent postcards for all the 6 different 

books at her school.  In another school, Moleyur, all 31 students in classes V to VII had sent postcards.  

This school is a single teacher school – one teacher for all 68 students from classes I to VII.  This was 

intriguing, so we decided to visit Moleyur. 

   
         Books used in the mobile library                   Postcards returned by students.  Very exciting. 

 

Moleyur School 

There is only one teacher for the 68 students in Moleyur school.  The teacher is also the headmistress, 

as is the case in single teacher schools.  The teacher has to teach, do all the administrative duties of a 

headmistress, take care of the kitchen (where the free lunches for the children are cooked, the 



headmistress has to arrange for all the groceries), and do all the million tasks that need to be done in a 

school.  She does this all, and has been doing so for 9 years! She needs all the support we can give her, 

and is happy to work with the project on Science teaching.  She really also wants an additional teacher 

appointed. 

When we sat down in the office talking to her a precocious student in class VII came up with the library 

register.  This register had recorded an entry when a student borrowed a book or returned a book from 

the set dropped off by the Science van.  This student was the “librarian” for this book set.  The 

headmistress is an effective manager, identifying students who can help her. 

This year 6 students had left a nearby private school and come to this government school, because the 

learning was better here.  And, said the headmistress, they knew less than the children in her school.  All 

this reaffirms my faith that we can transform government schools. 

Students from this school go to the MC Thalu high school, and then to Mysore and Bangalore.  Many 

find work as factory workers, considered a success.  The students often come back and tell the 

headmistress when they get a job, etc. 

 
The School at Moleyur                                                 A class at the Moleyur School 

MC Thalalu 

We next went to the MC Thalalu higher primary school.  Like Moleyur, this school also has one teacher 

only for classes I to VII.  The headmaster, Mr. Chandrasekhar, is no less impressive than the Moleyur 

school headmistress.  He has been here for 14 years, and lives in a room on the school premises.  This 

village is remote enough that it does not get the day’s newspaper on that day. It comes the next day.  

Mr. Chandrasekhar brings a zeal to his duties.  Again he is the teacher, the headmaster, the supervisor of 

the kitchen, and has to take care of all the activities in the school, all by himself.   Again I could not 

understand how he managed it all.  How can he physically teach in 6 different classrooms?  “I assign 

some work in some class, go to another class, ask them to read something and then go to a different 

class.”  To me it is a miracle that students are actually learning in this school and the Moleyur school.  

Children from these schools go to the MC Thalalu high school, which is consistently one of the better 



performing schools in HD Kote.  Clearly these teachers who do it all single-handedly are able to help 

their students learn something.   Again, these schools need all the help we can give them. 

When we visited some classes were busy with the Science experiments taught during the Science van 

visits.   

Students working with Science experiments                      Mr. Chandrasekhar at his school 

August 27 
Dr. Kollegal Sharma is a Scientist at CFTRI (Central Food Technology Research Institute) in nearby 

Mysore.  Writing about Science in Kannada is his passion (for example, see this website, one of his 

initiatives for teachers: https://janabandi.wordpress.com).  He volunteers a considerable amount of 

time for this project, and is affectionately known by all the teachers as ‘Sharma Sir.’  One of his recent 

initiatives in the project is on the ‘art of reading,’ the ability to read an article and comprehend the 

concepts rather than just reading it for facts for an exam.  The education system has become so focused 

on rote memorization that he feels this is important.  He has been conducting short workshops on 

reading in some schools.  I accompanied him for a workshop at the high school at Mullur.   

The Biology teacher at Mullur High School, Mr. Ananth, is an early and one of the most active members 

of the Vedike (teachers’ network) that the project initiated.  A big success of the project is that the 

Vedike teachers have been able get Science labs constructed in many schools.  The government has 

recognized the efforts of the Mobile Science van project, and the Vedike members have lobbied for the 

labs.  When we started this project, there was no lab in any government high school in the area.  Now 

after around 6 years we have lab space in several high schools.  This is a tremendous success of the 

project. 

We spent some time in the Biology lab that Mr. Ananth is developing.  The creation of the labs within 

the newly constructed lab rooms is left to the teachers.  Mr. Ananth is excited about his lab.  During our 

visit he eagerly discussed with Praveen whether a new piece of equipment he had found will be useful in 

classes.   



 

Building up the Biology Lab at Mullur High School 

 
The ‘art of reading’ workshop.  Reading materials are scarce, so old newspapers are distributed for 

reading for follow up work after the workshop.  We are planning efforts to provide access to books other 

than the textbook. 

We discussed some general systemic problems with Mr. Ananth.  Mr. Ananth and his colleagues have 

taken a decision not to allow any copying during the SSLC examinations.  (Praveen believes this is the 



case among all Vedike teachers.)  Unfortunately, teacher-aided copying in SSLC exams happens in 

several schools, another example of a serious problem in a system that is oriented towards SSLC exam 

pass rates and marks.  Because of the strict no-copying decision, Mullur school results are sometimes 

poorer than other schools, but the children actually learn something.  Mr. Ananth also discussed the 

teacher shortage issue.  Teacher shortages are widespread in the upper primary schools (estimates are 

that out of a total 1000+ posts about 375 are vacant).   The filled posts are in urban areas, so the 

situation in rural areas is worse.  Also, the way the teacher-student ratio is calculated is a joke.  The 

officials take the total number of teachers and students in a district and arrive at a ratio, but this is not 

an accurate measure as some schools (for example urban schools) are fully staffed while rural schools 

have 1 teacher for the whole school.  In Mullur High School itself, they have challenges because the 

Mullur Higher Primary School is understaffed and children come into the high school well behind the 

learning levels they should have achieved.   High schools are generally better staffed, but if children fall 

behind in upper primary it becomes very difficult for high school teachers to do their job. 

August 28 
I had expressed an interest in attending a Vedike meeting, so on a Sunday afternoon the teachers in the 

Vedike came for a meeting in Mysore.   The very fact that teachers came to a meeting on a Sunday 

afternoon, the one day they have off, from villages 1 – 1.5 hours away, was remarkable and speaks how 

successful the Vedike initiative has been in the project.  The meeting was 3.30 – 5.30, at the Police 

Public School in Mysore.   

All teachers expressed great satisfaction with the discussions on Science they have had in their 

WhatsApp group, and in in-person Vedike meetings.   “Many gaps in our understanding have been 

removed.” “In class we used to skip over material we didn’t understand well but we don’t have to do 

that now.”  “In the group and with Praveen we can ask any question without inhibition and that has 

helped us greatly.”  These are some of the comments.   The group was friendly with each other, and had 

lively and constructive discussions.  We discussed focusing some future meetings on activities that can 

be taken up for specific topics in class. 

Harsha said, “I see so many foreigners in videos on YouTube talking about teaching and methodologies 

for teaching.  Why isn’t there a single Indian?  How is it that only foreigners are talking about how to 

teach?”  Later I thought my answer should have been, “Everyone (regardless of race and country) has 

the same capacity for teaching or any other task.  It is the system that encourages or discourages them 

and their activities.  In the US the system is set up to promote innovation, individual excellence, doing a 

job well, and reward people for these characteristics.  It does not have much to do with the people 

themselves.”   With the Vedike and other initiatives I hope we are taking small steps towards changing 

the system and providing teachers an environment in which they can flourish.   Harsha has since brought 

out a handbook on Optics in Kannada.  He became a rock star when he posted this on a google group for 

teachers in the state.  This is a tremendous achievement, and is a step in the direction of becoming 

someone like the teachers on YouTube. 

I led a short discussion on computers, and their variety of uses.  The teachers had a variety of questions, 

some on topics like why they see a “server not found” message at the ATM or some other website 



sometimes.  It helped de-mystify some behavior they see in computers.  Teachers enjoy this type of 

discussion and learning new things.   

With Praveen, Sharma Sir, and some of the Vedike teachers.  

August 31 
Katte Hunsur feels more remote than the other villages because it takes longer to get there.   But Katte 

Hunsur High School is fortunate in some ways - a highly supportive headmistress and a fully staffed 

school.  These factors have been very supportive for the Science teachers in the school, who are also 

Vedike members.  As in Mullur High School the government has built the physical space for labs. Mr. 

Kiran, the Mathematics teacher, is going full steam ahead in creating a Mathematics lab.   The lab room 

he has is just a room, with no furniture at all (as in the case in all the schools), but such is his dedication 

to the lab that he builds essential basic furniture himself.  Not for Mr. Kiran the more urban notions of 

“teachers don’t do carpentry.”  He was in Mysore the day before since his son was not feeling well, but 

when he heard we planned to visit he came all the way from Mysore to Katte Hunsur to meet us, and 

with great pride and enthusiasm showed us around the Mathematics lab he was developing.  This 

attitude of taking pride in what they do is so important, and one of the successes of the project is the 

triggering of this sense of ownership and commitment. 



Ms. Sashikala, a Biology teacher and Vedike member also welcomed us warmly.  She is in the early 

stages of creating a Biology lab.   Mr. Kiran, Ms. Sashikala, and the head mistress showed us the shelf of 

books that they plan to develop into a library.   Praveen was reading a book on Optics and he was 

carrying it around with him, Mr. Kiran and Ms. Sashikaka’s eyes opened wide when they saw it in the car 

and they excitedly looked forward to discussions that would emerge on the book’s concepts in their 

WhatsApp group.  All these point to a shift in the teacher’s minds from a textbook focus, and an 

understanding that other books hold great treasurers when understanding Science. 

The school shows many signs of being well-run.   A smartly laid out garden, students standing in line to 

go to the toilet, etc. are all so different from chaos one often sees in a government school. The Katte 

Hunsur upper primary school, right next door, is not as fortunate.  It has several vacant teacher 

positions.  Some of the high school teachers voluntarily teach at the upper primary school.   

Mathematics lab under development 

Nature brought in to the Biology lab                               Praveen with Mr. Kiran and Ms. Sashikala 

Note: When transforming government schools, sometimes it feels like we have taken two steps forward 

but then have to take one step back.  After my visit Kiran was transferred to a high school in the 

neighboring taluk of Nanjangud.  It is very, very unfortunate that Katte Hunsur high school lost him as a 

Mathematics teacher, as of now a new teacher has not been appointed.  But the school in Nanjangud 



will benefit, and teachers like him and others who have been transferred to schools in Nanjangud taluk 

are playing a key role in the expansion of the Mobile Science Van project to Nanjangud. 

September 10 
I met with Dr. Balu, Chairman of SVYM.  His insights into how we can scale are always valuable.  He was 

keen to get help on creating online resources based on WhatsApp discussions and other material that 

can be reused by these teachers and other teachers across the state. 

In the afternoon I, Praveen, Sharma Sir, and Mr. Lingaraju (president of the Vedike) attended a 

workshop by Mr. Yakub Koyyur at a school in Mysore.  This is not related to the Mobile Science van 

project, we were there to learn about Mr. Yakub Koyyur’s work, he is considered a star among 

government Math teachers.  Mr. Yakub Koyyur is a Mathematics teacher in a government high school in 

Dakshina Kannada district, and he was visiting Mysore to receive an award.  About 30 teachers, 

predominantly women, attended the workshop on a Saturday afternoon.  People often say, dismissively, 

that “government teachers are apathetic.”  With the right system and right resources there will be very 

few apathetic teachers. 

  


