Mobile Science Van visit, June 2010.  By Melli A. (Asha-MIT/Boston)
The people working on the project

We started the day with a discussion on the report and the new proposal (for the year 2010-2011).  A new person, Praveen (a recent graduate from IIT Madras) has been added to the staff of the mobile science van project since March 2010.  I had met Shekar during the visit, and this time got a chance to meet Praveen also and spend a significant amount of time with Shekar and Praveen.  The make an excellent team.  Shekar is from the area, and has worked with SVYM’s education projects for a number of years.  He also speaks Kannada extremely well. Praveen comes from Hyderabad, and brings in an outside perspective which is very valuable.  They complement each other very well. They both recently attended a camp organized by Agastya and they discuss various issues and work well together.
Discussion

We discussed the plans for using the facilities of the Viveka School of Excellence, a CBSE school run in Sargur, the town in the area.  This school charges Rs. 4000-Rs.6000 per year and caters too wealthier farmers and others in the area.  The idea was to start a really good school in a rural area, run on funds that come in as fees.  This school has good lab facilities, and these are not used on weekends and other holidays. The idea in the coming year is to use these facilities for schools in the mobile science van project that are geographically close to the school (that is, are in Sargur town).   I felt the expansion planned in the coming year might be too soon, but their plan to expand is based on the ability to use the facilities of the Viveka School of Excellence and that is sound.  The schools in Sargur could use that school, and this means that 2-3 more schools from the villages could be added to the mobile science van’s tour.  Two private schools (JSS schools, often run for students from poor backgrounds) have been included in the mobile science van project, because they had exactly the same problems as government schools in terms of lack of lab facilities.  

Workshops on Science

One of the things initiated by Praveen is the organization of Science workshops and events.  Schools come together to show case experiments and are awarded prizes.  Using a cycle to generate power, launching a rocket with steam are some of the examples of experiments done by students (with a teacher’s supervision) and shown at the workshop.  The students who participated are clearly very interested in this. They stayed in school after hours (as did their Science teacher) and very enthusiastically participated in creating these experiments.  These are beyond the syllabus and will help create a general awareness of Science in the area.
The Teachers

We visited a couple of schools – the girls high school at Sargur and a school in Mullur.  These two schools were picked as two schools where the Science teachers were very cooperative with the mobile science van.  About 9-10 teachers among the 20 they work with are cooperative.  And except one noone had been really uncooperative.  On further discussion Shekar and Praveen attribute this to the way they interact with teachers – their interactions are participatory, teachers are treated equally, and teachers lead discussions on the project and take decisions.  This is indeed key.  We have observed since the Viveka Asha Yojane project (refer to http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=296 ) – about how so many teacher training programs and other programs related to teachers are hierarchical.  

At the Sargur school that teacher was Mr. Rajanna.  He taught Biology, and his interest and enthusiasm was obvious.  He was genuinely interested in his students doing well.  I tried to understand how he was such a gem of a teacher at a government school.  He said he was influenced by his time teaching at a government school in coastal Karnataka (Did that mean coastal Karnataka government schools were better? I hadn’t thought so).  I wish Asha could come up with some way of recognizing such teachers, bringing them together, and encouraging them.  The mobile science van project does recognize them and awards their schools (see the report), but on a larger scale I wish Asha had a way of identifying and encouraging such government school teachers.  This school also had a number of vacancies and also had around 100 students per class (compared to the time I began to volunteer for Asha there is such a sense of ‘we need to educate our children in the air’; classes are overflowing).  He said an extra resource person to help him teach and show the experiments when the mobile science van came along would be very useful.  He also said two visits instead of one would be useful.  I interacted with class X and when asked what subject they liked they chorused ‘Biology’.  Clearly, they were influenced by their appreciation of Mr. Rajanna’s class.  Students from this class had worked with Mr. Rajanna after school hours to create a display for the Science workshop and had won second prize.  
The next school we visited was the Mullur school.  This was a much more remote school.  One interesting fact about Mullur many people have become teachers in the last few years.  This gives the children the teacher role model and that is what most of them want to become.  The Physics teacher here is young and newly appointed and cooperative.  Having young teachers being cooperative is not that surprising, but having older teachers like Mr. Rajanna being cooperative is rare.  Here the children chorused that they like ‘Physics’ when asked what subject they like.  Again, there is a clear connection between the teacher they like and the subject they like.  Here too the teacher said an extra resource person and more visits by the mobile science van would help.
Analysis 

In both cases it was very clear that the teachers were very enthusiastic about the mobile science van.  They were already good teachers and interested in helping their students.  They even had access to some materials (in the case of Mullur school).  What the mobile science van gave them was additional materials and an additional resource person to help them manage their large classes.  So they welcome the mobile science van, but it is not as though the schools are going from nothing to something, rather Science teaching in the schools is being enhanced with the mobile science van.

We discussed the issue additional resource persons after the visits to the schools.  Praveen and Shekar were hesitant because it would entail additional funds.  They first wanted to try two things: (1) Getting help from the DEd students from another SVYM project (refer to http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=910 ) which is a good idea.  (2) Some of Praveen’s friends have offered to come and volunteer for a few months.  It would be excellent if these ideas worked out. Let us see.  I was also hesitant to add more schools as planned given that the existing schools were requesting more visits per month.  Praveen and Shekar hope that the plan to use the lab facilities at the Viveka School of Excellence will help.  They are also considering putting some of the lab equipment in bags that the teachers who are nearby can pick up and use, so that they use of the equipment is not restricted to the mobile science van visiting the schools.  

There is no question that the children like the mobile science van very much.  They look forward to the visits of the van, and love watching experiments on concepts expressed theoretically in their textbooks.  Their faces light up when shown something.  The teachers like it too, since it helps them in their job.
Science vs. Syllabus

Shekar and Praveen and the others at SVYM are wrestling with that question.  Working with the syllabus and helping children get good marks in exams helps them get acceptance from the students, teachers, and the community.  For example, last year the pattern changed from 60% multiple choice questions to 25% multiple choice questions.  Explaining these changes, providing sample exams in the new format, providing question banks for multiple choice questions all help improve Science marks in the area.  While our final goal is scientific temperament, improving of Science marks is important too.  As Ted Adams (http://www.ashanet.org/projects/project-view.php?p=422) says, both are important.  Marks are necessary in society today.  
Some students have done remarkably well.  One student got so interested in electricity that he went poking around wires and got a shock and injured his hand.  He also got 97 in his Science exam.  But it also feels that once a month or even twice a month visits are not enough for our dream of scientific way of thinking.  More intervention seems necessary.  Praveen put it well.  He said we are able to reach the good students (like the boy above) and the average students.  The students who are not doing well we are not able to help much.  That would require a lot more resources.
