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Karthik is a naturalist and Herpetologist who is passionate about conservation of wildlife, 
with special emphasis on snakes. He conducts awareness programs on snakes and rescues 
them from human habitation to release in the wild. He also conducts programs on 
Environment Education for school and college students. He has been with the Kaigal 
Education and Environment Program for the last three years where he has been actively 
involved in the different programs of the centre. He has designed and coordinated the 
Craft Skill program for the Sanctuary School students. 
  
Introduction 

• Education in its broad sense should primarily be focused on relating everything to 
conservation; conservation, not only of a group of plants or animals of one’s 
interest, but the whole environment itself.  

• Intellectual pursuits and the acquiring of knowledge is only one aspect of it. 
Education must help create sensitivity to the trees, the rivers, the animals, the 
earth itself.  

• Education, in my opinion, is most effective as a tool that connects all the dots.  
• One of the most important connections that Environment Education brings about 

is the link between humans and everything around us, the nature. There is so 
much to learn by being in relationship with everything around us. 

  
Environment Education  
The role of Environment Education is not only to teach about how human beings can 
manage ecosystems and their behavior in order to live sustainably. Environment Education 
cannot be associated only with increasing people’s knowledge of the environment and 
develop skills and expertise to address its challenges, to make them the best for our benefit. 
It must not add to our existing anthropocentric attitude by viewing the environment as a set 
of challenges that need to be met. 
 
The primary focus of Environment Education 
In a school environment, education should be aimed towards creating an awareness and 
sensitivity about the environment. And the simplest way to bring this about is by being a 
part of one’s environment, with a sensitivity that doesn’t look upon every tree as a piece of 
furniture but instead as just a beautiful tree, which is part of an enormous and intricate 
system. 
 



My attempt 
The approach that I’ve attempted over the last 6 years with many groups of people, and as a 
matter of fact that helped me learn a lot about the environment, is by direct observation. 
Being a part of the environment and carefully observing everything that makes it up, brings 
about a natural sense of learning. ‘Nature Study’ is a concept perhaps as old as ‘education’ 
itself. Personally, there is no better way of learning about something than to observe it - 
seeing what it does, be it a plant, a flower, a cloud, an insect or as in my case, a snake. 
Environment Education needs to eventually, but surely, bring about an understanding of 
conservation, not as another topic of discussion, but as a necessity. Because, quite simply, 
we will protect only what we love, and we will love only what we understand. Environment 
Education not only needs to bring about an in-depth understanding of our environment, but 
create opportunities to experience being part of it. 
 
Attempts and Approaches 
I can share with you all, a few of my attempts and how they have worked with groups of 
people. Over the years, I’ve worked with several groups of children and adults on a variety 
of subjects.  
 
i. Initially, it was adventure-based programs like trekking, mountain biking and rock climbing 
in various terrains.  
ii. Then, I led many groups based on the concept of Outdoor Survival Skills, where we learn 
to live in the wilderness with only the limited resources available around. Right from water 
for consumption to making our own shelter with whatever is found around the place. It’s 
also during these times that I figured that people start to associate with the ‘elements’ so 
easily. Under such circumstances, a child or an adult gets down to observing everything 
around, quite naturally.  
iii. I also worked with several groups on self-learning modules conducted outdoors on many 
aspects of everyday life like responsibility, leadership, team work, trust, fear, etc.  
iv. I’ve also worked with student groups on “Live projects” in setting up ecosystems like 
ponds, where we do a lot of hands-on work with the earth, where we also get to see the 
‘macro’ life, which one normally doesn’t. Since my primary area of work is snakes, all my 
interactions involve this subject as well. 
 
When I’ve worked with children and adults on such projects, I’ve observed several 
characteristics that I will try to share: 
a. Individuals in a group learn to work together as one integrated unit.  
b. Everyone participates actively in the entire program.  
c. The teacher or the instructor also happens to be deeply involved with the entire group.  
d. Since there is no fixed methodology to follow, everyone is at one level and the whole 
group works together and not as separate individuals doing parallel, unrelated work. The 
setting is non-hierarchical. 



e. Because the teacher is so actively involved with the participants, the communication 
barrier is easily broken. Communicating, then, becomes quite a natural process.  
f. There is a lot of common ground that gets established and the energy of all the individuals 
is focused towards learning. 
 
When you are in a natural environment, every situation is a new one. Let me take an 
example, like creating a shelter in a forest with the naturally available resources. There is no 
one particular way to go about it. Since there is nothing fixed about it and everyone works 
with a completely open, fresh mind, the teacher/instructor is no better equipped than the 
participants, in terms of ideas. So, a new process evolves every time and of course the 
whole process is different with different groups of people. Hence, it is always new and this 
brings about a completely different type of energy from each individual.  
 
When one learns to observe things as they are, the inter-connectivity of the whole system 
becomes very evident. One quickly realizes that learning about a subject is impossible 
without seeing the whole link.  
 
When I started working with snakes, the one thing I ended up having to do often is to just 
observe them in their own habitat/environment. I realized that a snake in captivity is 
habitually quite different from one in the wild. So, I spent a lot of my time just observing a 
snake, in a bush or a tree or on the ground, doing what it naturally goes about doing. Soon, I 
had to not only watch the snake, but also the spider that was making its web next to me, the 
frogs and toads around, the hoppers feeding on the plants, the bush or the tree itself and 
the cornucopia of insects that were all over. It’s also like watching birds. One can never look 
at a bird without looking at the leaves, flowers, fruits, branches, insects and everything else 
at the same time. I realized that I couldn’t study snakes without also having to observe and 
understand everything around. There was no way that I could understand how a snake lives 
without also understanding what the rat or the frog or the bird or the lizard that that snake 
feeds on, does. The whole complexity of the environment, the system, became very 
apparent. The links between all plants, animals and their habitats that we all find in our text 
books were there to be seen. 
 
Quiet observation is quintessential to understanding anything that occurs naturally in our 
environment. Existing knowledge systems become meaningful only when coupled with 
direct observation and hands-on experience. 
 
Passion in a teacher 
The challenge, of course, that any individual, who works with groups of people, be it a 
teacher or an instructor, faces almost constantly is how to sustain the interests of the group. 
At least, this was something that came upon me and I realized that I didn’t have to look too 
far. The one thing that was at the center of it all was passion. It occurred to me that when I 



am passionate about what I am doing, it not only kept me at it, but also had a great 
influence on everyone around. What passion brings about is a sense of seriousness about 
the whole subject and naturally has everyone around interested in that. The excitement also 
comes from a sense of wonder. Perhaps the most beautiful part of working in the outdoors 
is the awesomeness that is associated with everything and how everything functions. To 
simply see the beauty of a bird on a tree is often very humbling. A part of the Zen of 
something like this is that you find something in nature and you just let it be, and watch it. 
And a teacher needs to lead by example, using sustainable practices in the classroom and 
school grounds and encouraging students and parents to bring environment education into 
their homes.  
 
An experience 
I will share with you here another experience that we have had with a teacher at one of our 
tribal schools at the Kaigal Center. Jayapal, with a farming background, has been teaching at 
the school for over 6 years now. He has been very consistent in his work with the children. 
When I started my field work on snake populations in the region and through our 
interactions prior to this, Jayapal got interested in my work and accompanied me on my 
searches for snakes. We would spend a lot of time out in the forests and amongst 
agricultural fields looking for snakes. Besides the field work, he felt necessary to learn about 
the animal from guides and other publications. He also learnt to handle a few of the snakes 
and even rescued some from around his village. He constantly interacts with his folks 
sharing factual information on snakes, which are traditionally amongst the most feared 
creatures,  thanks to myths and disbeliefs about them.  
 
Over the year, his interests spread out wider into new areas. He is currently working on 
putting together a document on some of the medicinal herbs in the area, by actually going 
into the forests with a local tribal folk healer, Nagamma, and documenting her knowledge. 
Together, they are recording the herb varieties, their properties and also creating a germ-
plasm. If we may consider the fact that he had never looked at a snake a second time before 
in his life or had any interest in working with folk healers and on local herb species, we 
clearly see that he has come a long way and is working on wider range of things too. 
 
Another observation on Jayapal is that his approach towards teaching at the school has 
changed tremendously. He involves the children on some of his trips with Nagamma and 
does a lot of gardening around the school with them. The school has its own kitchen garden 
and even supports a few meals there! His work in these areas has helped him to look at 
science as a subject very differently which, in turn, is indirectly communicated to the 
children in the school. Add to this the many years of training, his entire teaching work at the 
schools involves conservation of natural resources as a natural process and a necessity. He 
also interacts with other school children on these subjects and this goes a long way in aiding 
his confidence not only as an individual, but surely expresses itself as a teacher too. And the 



fact is that he  is young and there is a lot of potential in the future for him and the children 
he works with. 
 
When I look at Jayapal as an example, I see how interactions with individuals from a 
different background, who do very serious work, have a positive influence on others around, 
especially the already motivated ones. 
 
At the Kaigal center, throughout the year, we work with many students and individuals from 
various backgrounds. People get to do a lot of hands-on work, right from making materials 
for the tribal schools, working on the land towards rain water harvesting, afforestation, etc. 
They also interact directly with the tribal children and adults alike, who largely live a 
contented life with obviously limited amount of resources at hand. People take up several 
scientific studies on various subjects. The larger objective behind such interactions is to 
head towards conservation of all resources and lead a sensitive and sustainable life, 
wherever one lives. 
 
I would like to end my presentation with a few questions that have bothered me from all my 
interactions over the years. 
 
Some Questions 
Information: People, especially in cities, and children in particular, have easy access to huge 
amounts of information on so many topics. I’m sure we’d all agree with the fact that 
information alone cannot bring about anything meaningful. I personally feel that excessive 
information actually inhibits learning at all levels. If I know too much about any subject, and 
don’t back it up with any action along with it, then I’m more or less a closed door! I just will 
not listen and surely won’t pay attention to any detail.  
 

i. How, as a society, do we handle the information that is so readily available to our 
children?  

ii. How do we make sure that they are able to evaluate all this information, sieve 
through and act on it? 

iii. How do we as teachers and parents make sure that information doesn’t just 
remain so?  

iv. How do we try to bring discussions outside of our dining tables too?  
v. How do we all encourage each other to be sensitive to everything around?  
 
Surely information alone cannot help. We certainly know more than we can handle 
about wars, and still we fight, except that the battles have become dangerously subtle. 
How are we to be aware of these subtleties in a world that is moving ahead at a rapid 
pace? 


