
Visit to Gnanodaya – January 18, 2010 

Disclaimer – This was not a “thorough” site visit. Time constraints did not permit me to spend a lot of time at the 

project. Further, Bharath had just visited the project few months back, so I decided to make this visit a rather 

focused one. Asha Austin had handover over to me a bunch of questions, and a major portion of my visit was spent 

trying to get answers for the same. Also, I am writing this report almost two months after my visit. So I have 

forgotten a few details, and apologize in advance for any misreporting that may happen. (I’ve tried my best to 

avoid that though!) 

I had informed the school about my visit 2 or 3 days before the visit, so this was not a surprise visit.  

Getting there was rather easy. As instructed, I met Mr. Thangaraj (the headmaster) at the railway crossing just off 

the highway at Singaperumalkoil. He escorted us from there on. The road beyond this point is OK for a few 

kilometers, after which it gets worse. Cars cannot travel fast on that terrain, so it takes a solid 15 - 20 minutes to 

cover that stretch. I reached the school around 10:15, and was worried that I may not be able to spend too much 

time with the kids. So I requested Mr. T to let me visit the classes first so I get the chance to meet them before 

their lunch break at 1:00. 

We started with 10
th

 standard.  

The children were revising for their upcoming revision (or preboard, I forget) exams. The attendance was very 

good in spite of the fact that they were just getting out of a longish Pongal holiday. (Typically, in TN, kids who have 

families in far off places just take off for Pongal for long. But being a boarding school, these children just stayed 

here.) I asked everyone what they did for Pongal. All of them replied back enthusiastically with a list of stuff they 

did, sweets they had, etc. The general chit-chat continued for a while, and I touched upon sports, cricket, movies, 

favorite players, etc. No one was shy and they all handled my questions nicely. We then moved onto some 

academic stuff. I asked them how they had done in their half-yearly exams, who got the highest score, etc. The 1
st

 

and the 2
nd

 rank holders sat next to each other in the first row (I forgot their names, and I apologize for that. Let 

me call them kid #1 and #2). I asked them what their favorite subject was, and one of them replied math. I went 

over their math textbook to see what they cover at this level. There was a chapter on plotting functions that 

caught my attention. I invited kid #1 to plot the graph of y = x
2
 – 1 on the board. He followed the textbook method 

of choosing a few x coordinates and obtaining the corresponding y. After some ten minutes, there was a graph on 

the board, drawn to scale, with grids and what not. (I was merely expecting a rough plot, but didn’t want to spoil 

his fun!) Once he was done, I asked the kid #2 if the one on board is correct. After a while, he said it is, and 

everyone was happy. 

It was kid #2’s turn next. I asked him to plot y = x
2
. He started the whole textbook routine again, and I wasn’t sure I 

had the patience for that. So I stopped him and asked if the curve passed through the point (0, 0). He said he can 

tell only after plotting the curve. I asked kid #1 the same question, and he answered correctly that it does not. I 

asked him to explain why he thought so to his friend, and it seemed like he was convinced by the explanation. 

Then I asked him if he thought (1, 1) was on the curve. He said yes. Then I asked if he thought (2, 2) was on the 

curve. He said yes. What about (3, 3)? He said yes. (It was clear he was just shooting arrows in the dark and seeing 

if he was right – smart strategy though with 50% chance of success ☺ so I just explained the concept briefly and 

left it at that.) 

Side note: I continued talking with these two kids on and off for the remainder of my stay there. Somehow, I felt 

that both of them had a great tendency to mimic the other’s actions. Not sure why! 

After a little bit more of graph plotting, we shifted topics to trigonometry. Some background on the textbook 

syllabus first. It’s pretty advanced. They do problems on heights and distances with angles measuring in minutes 

and seconds! So this meant that they may be required to look up trigonometric tables for solving some of the 

questions. I started off with a girl in the class (again, don’t remember the name). I asked her to say whether cot30 

was 1/tan30. She did some calculations and answered no (which is the wrong answer). Later, I realized that she 

had trouble looking up trigonometric tables – not the big one given in big books, the ones for simple values like 30, 



60 are usually listed separately in a much smaller table. She had trouble reading that. So I spent a few minutes 

trying to teacher her, and unlike last time, this time I actually seemed to make an impact. Possibly, the teaching 

had improved with time ☺ anyway, she grasped what I said pretty quickly, and I was happy. She revisited my 

original question again, and this time answered correctly. 

However, something that is bothersome is that they were actually calculating the values to determine if cot30 was 

same as 1/tan30. So I went back to kids 1 and 2 (the class toppers) to see how they did it. They did the same thing. 

Not in a mood to let him go, I asked him if cotA = 1/tanA for arbitrary A. The real shock came here, when he said 

no. I asked him to check if that was the answer by working out the definitions: tan = opposite/adjacent, etc. After a 

few minutes, a lot of confusion, and some algebra later, he agreed that cotA was in fact 1/tanA. 

I spent a few more minutes in this class (till the bell rang) and the pattern was quite similar. Generally, the kids 

were OK with textbook-y stuff. But almost anything outside of that is almost sure to puzzle them. For example, 

even though the text book says that sin
2
A + cos

2
A = 1 (they know this by heart), someone did not know the value 

of sin
2
20 + cos

2
20 –1. This is in general pretty sad. 

The bell rang, and I just wanted to hang around till the next teacher came. Five minutes later, another bell rang. 

That’s when I realized that I had actually killed their interval � and no one had complained. I apologized to them 

for that, and left soon after wishing them all the best for their exams.  

Next stop: 8
th

 standard. 

I did the same chit-chat breaking-the-ice routine. Similar results were seen. 

They were having their English class. A male teacher (I forgot name) handles English. I asked him to continue with 

his teaching so I could observe what they were up to. They were going over answers to their half yearly exam. The 

teacher had apparently asked them to come prepared for this session, so I guess at least some of them had done 

their homework. He called out one by one, and asked them to tell the solution for the questions in the exam. The 

first thing that struck me was that the question paper was pretty much a joke -- seriously! I have a copy of the 

whole paper with me, but for everyone’s benefit, I’ll mention a few questions here: 

(Fill in the blanks) 

In 5 years, the neem tree grows to a height of ______ (a) 3 ft. (b) 13 ft. (c) 30 ft. 

India won its first ever gold in _____ Olympics (a) 1928 (b) 1932 (c) 1936 

I’m sure you’re wondering why these questions appear in an English exam. If you find out, please let me know. ☺ 

(Synonyms) 

Choose the correct synonym of the underlined word: 

It is the panacea of all ailments. (a) preparation (b) remedy (c) caused (d) prevention 

A young lady next to her seat was sobbing. (a) weeping (b) sleeping (c) reading (d) smiling 

The choice of underlined words is rather amusing, in my opinion. Needless to say, the entire class knew the answer 

to these. However, not one knew what panacea meant (in spite of the fact that there was an easier synonym right 

in front of them). Worse, none of them knew what ‘ailment’ meant. If that was the case, I am not sure what 

exactly this question served to achieve! 

I asked a few kids what sobbing meant. Many didn’t know, but one or two did. They explained the meaning in 

Tamil. Cool. Then I asked another kid what weeping meant. No answer. Many didn’t know. Clearly, synonyms were 

a lost cause ☺ but the teacher told me that it was a “high scoring” area. I am not surprised at all! 



I then felt obliged to do a crash course on synonyms, and what they meant (even though I strongly believed that I 

should be teaching them something else). Once everyone was on board, I asked them the meaning of crying. Great 

luck, everyone knew! Then I asked if crying is a synonym for weeping. Some said yes, some said no, and many just 

kept quiet ☺ we discussed this in detail and eventually came on the same page! 

There was also a section on antonyms, but I decided to stay away from that. Instead, we went to syllables. 

Basically, the kids are given a word and they need to tell how many syllables are there in the word. Simple, as it 

may sound. 

The teacher asked them answers to questions on the exam (he really seemed to believe in repeating textbook 

questions on the exam, and then revising them after the exam!). No points for guessing that everyone did well 

there. And there were words like information and carnival they got right on the exam. 

I called out a kid and asked him to tell the number of syllables in his name. His name was a two syllable name (let’s 

assume it was Mohan) but he didn’t know. In fact, nobody knew. Same drill as before – crash course, test again, 

and this time, I did really see a great deal of improvement in their understanding of the subject. By the end of the 

lecture, I was throwing at them some really complicated words, and they were doing really well. In fact, one girl 

had a debate with me about the answer to some question. I was so thrilled that good teaching can actually make 

them think well. I really hope the syllables stick on them this time ☺ 

Side note: There were many questions the teacher himself could not answer. That is not a good sign, given that he 

is their English teacher with a degree and what not. 

After we all got bored with English, someone in the class hinted at math. I gave them some fractions to compare, 

and they told me correctly which was bigger by using the LCM, etc. (apparently they learnt this in 6
th

 standard or 

something). 

Then I told the class that A – B = 5. And I asked them which was bigger: A or B? 

I got mixed replies. One guy said A, and I asked why. He said that A can be 10 and B can be 5. Well, OK, not the 

correct explanation, but at least he has used some reasoning. Then I changed 5 to -5 and repeated the question. 

Somebody else told B this time, after employing the same line of faulty reasoning. Then I did some teaching, and 

everyone seemed convinced. 

New question: A/B – C/D = ½. Which fraction is bigger? Most of the class was stumped but a few guys did get it, so 

I was reasonably happy! 

I spent more time in this class, but don’t quite remember how. I stayed here till lunch break. I inquired about the 

games they played during PT classes, etc. Many of them seemed to play football, and many cricket.  

That’s pretty much my in-class interactions with students. 

I went with Mr. T to the HM office. He was nice to offer me some coconut water, and that was really awesome. I 

had a general chat with him about history of school, recent incidents about the separation, etc. Bharath already 

knows about all this, so I’m excluding the details from this report. The answers to questions from Austin are given 

towards the end of this report. 

I ended my visit by having a chat with couple of kids from the 9
th

 grade – Selvaraj and Krishnamurthy. I had asked 

Mr. T to let me talk with the students so I could ask about the new warden, etc. These kids were asked to join me 

in the HM office. I asked if they will be missing their classes, and the Mr. T said it’s OK as they were only having 

their “Moral studies” class and apparently one can easily catch up there. 

As usual, I did some general chatting before asking the “real” questions. I asked about their new warden and if 

they liked him. Of course, this is not a question to which they can say no. Especially when Mr. T was right in front 

of them! So as expected, both of them were extremely diplomatic. They said the new warden is nice, old one (Mr. 



T) was also nice, and they liked them both! We then went over their daily routine in the hostel, from morning to 

night. It was a very disciplined early-to-bed and early-to-rise schedule, and I asked him if he can actually sleep so 

early (at 9pm). He said he doesn’t sleep for about half an hour or so and then eventually falls asleep. So I asked him 

if he’d prefer to go to bed at 10 instead; he smiled and nodded ☺ 

Then he mentioned that the warden, to help them sleep, reads them stories. I asked him what these stories were. 

There are bible stories. I was curious to know more, and asked him to tell about something he had listened to in 

the last week or so. Among others, he mentioned “David and Goliath” (it’s a very famous Bible tale about how a 

young David brings about the downfall of a giant Goliath (literally many times David’s size) by playing smartly; so 

the story’s moral is along the lines of using your brains to overcome mighty hurdles). I was happy that I knew at 

least one of the stories he said (I haven’t read the Bible or anything, so I don’t know much in it). He narrated the 

story pretty well. And finally I asked him if he liked the story. He said yes. I asked if he knew what the moral was he 

said yes. And I asked him what that was. He said the story meant that “Jesus is great!” (he said it in Tamil) 

I was quite shocked. The story really has nothing to do with Jesus (in fact, this was part of my 3
rd

 grade English 

textbook in CBSE). Given this, I wondered how he thought that way. I asked him if the warden told that to him, and 

He said yes. I left it at that. 

I then asked one of them essentially my earlier question, but now in a different manner. I asked them what 

changes they would bring about if they were made the school warden starting immediately. He mentioned about 

changing the sleep time, and being more “affectionate” to students (I don’t think this is to be interpreted as the 

current warden is not affectionate) and letting kids do what they want.  

We talked a bit more, and then they left. 

After they left, I asked Mr. T about the Jesus incident. He said that the new warden (Selvaraj, B.A.) was earlier 

working with some Christian convent as a warden. He is a devout Christian and tells these stories because he 

thought it helps them with their sleep. It seems Mr. T and their wife never used to do that before. They have also, 

apparently, requested him to not do that as the people who run the school (Tucker et al) firmly believe in secular 

values. I asked him if I could meet the new warden, but unfortunately, he had left the school to take care of some 

errands. He wasn’t expected to return for long, and I didn’t have the time to wait. So I was unable to meet him. 

Mr. T also mentioned that the new warden is a bit stricter than what he was as a warden, and it possible some of 

the rules from the previous convent experience that is rubbing off. He however maintained that he believes he is 

handling the kids well. 

The female students in the hostel are under the care of an ayah, who has been with the school for long. 

Answers to questions from Austin 

1) Status of the school’s FCRA application – Mr. T doesn’t know about this at all. This is completely managed 

by the board members, and he is not part of it (I think). He said he expects this to be discussed during Mr. 

Tucker’s planned visit to the school a month later. 

2) New warden – I guess the conversation I had with the two 9
th

 graders answers this, at least partially. 

3) General functioning of the school – smooth, in general. All the kids I interacted with appeared smart, 

motivated and answered questions boldly. Academically, there are obviously some fundamental 

deficiencies, but this is probably attributed to some systemic cause that has its roots elsewhere, for 

example, the Tamil Nadu syllabus itself. The kids did not, by any means, seem to have any reservations 

with me asking questions; but still, I would not rule out the possibility of pressure of having to answer 

questions to an external guy putting them down. The good thing was however that whenever I made an 

effort to teach concepts, people (at least some of them) seemed to get it. So as a chapter, Austin could 

look into avenues for improving quality of teachers that the school recruits. Good teachers can potentially 

inspire students to think along correct directions, even when the textbook fails to. 



4) Budget for next year – this was handed over to me during the visit itself, and I sent a copy to Bharath. 

Apparently, they had emailed something earlier and they are surprised why Bharath did not receive it. 

And it seems every time Mr. T has to send something out, he needs to run it by the auditor for his 

approval and hence the delay sending it again. (I did ask why he couldn’t just forward the email he had 

sent earlier instead of asking for approval again, but he didn’t understand my question properly.) 

Suggestions for Austin 

1) The conversation about David/Goliath and Jesus with the 9
th

 grader bothers me quite a bit. I am however 

unable to make a definitive assessment on this issue because (a) I did not meet the warden personally, (b) 

I did not speak with more than two kids, and (c) many of these kids’ are Christians; so it is possible that 

they are being influenced by their parents too. In any case, I hope the Austin chapter will take an initiative 

to probe this issue further. 

2) I did not write this report keeping in mind that it has to be eventually made public on our website. I wrote 

the report keeping in mind that I had to tell you guys about whatever that happened during my visit. It’s 

entirely up to you all to “clean up” the wording in this report as appropriate and make it public, if 

necessary.  

Please direct any questions to firstname84@gmail.com. 

Shankar (Asha UIUC) 

 


