Butterfly Days

A Report by Sandeepan Parekh and Nissim Ranade
We, Sandeepan and Nissim are two students of the B.Math programme in ISI, Bangalore. Nissim had visited Timbaktu Collective on a weekend trip before, and this was how we came to know about this organisation. We decided to try and teach some recreational mathematics to the students of their school, Prakritibadi. We were given this opportunity and we visited Timbaktu from 14th to 20th June. 

Over the period of a week we spent time with the students of 8th and 9th standard, trying to show them the fun of doing maths through lots of puzzles. We started off with some "magic tricks" involving numbers to get the students interested. We were pretty nervous at the beginning, but after the first class we gained some confidence. We did not know Telugu, but one of the teachers, Basheer, acted as a translator and everything was alright. Over the next two days we did several puzzles involving matchsticks and geometric shapes and a problem on when the hands of a clock meet. This last problem was taught by Ram who was also there with us to have a look at the school. Ram’s experience in teaching was very helpful. We had very interesting conversations with him and got a lot of new insights. 
The children enthusiastically tried all the problems, though they had some difficulty with the lattermost. Ram patiently guided them with hints to the solution, and that class was indeed a lesson for us on how to teach. We had also introduced a game where people called out the numbers, but clapping in the place of all multiples of seven and numbers containing 7. This game generated lots of fun, and we played it in the beginning of the class for a few days. As the days progressed, the children noticeably improved their seven's table. On the 4th and 5th days, in the second half of the class, we taught them to make some regular polygons by only folding paper. We taught them the square, equilateral triangle, pentagon and octagon. The hexagon, which we had asked them to try out on their own, a lot of the students managed to figure out on their own. On the last day, the 20th, we finally told them the maths behind the magic trick which we had shown on the first day. It was a bit difficult, but they managed to grasp the workings and some of the students actually performed it in class. More surprisingly, two students came up with their own simplified version of our magic trick!

Apart from taking maths classes of the 8th and 9th standard children, we took a couple of origami classes for the 3rd standard children. In the first class we tried to teach them a flapping bird, but it was a bit too ambitious. Though eventually all the children managed to make the bird, some of the folds were too difficult for them and they needed a lot of help from us and their teacher. In the next origami class, we decieded to do simpler origami models. We taught them a simple cat face and a fish. We had also found a very easy flower for them to make. But the children were very enthusiastic and wanted to show us a model of the flower which they knew. Their flower model was a lot more difficult than what we had estimated for them, and instead of us teaching them they taught us their flower model!

Timbaktu is a very beautiful place with an incredible biodiversity. The people there are friendly and were very helpful. The school has very good and caring teachers. The teachers and the entire organisation take efforts to make the school into a home for its children. The students too are very friendly and seem to be very happy when in the school. It was incredible to see that they were not afraid of maths like many other school children. Unlike in most other schools the girls and the boys played games like cricket together with equal enthusiasm. Teaching these children was a great learning experience for us. As the days proceeded our interactions with the class improved and language never seemed to be a barrier. We found better and simpler ways of explaining things.

On our last day the children of the school sang a very nice song for us in their evening assembly. After that some students came in the front and thanked us and asked us to come again with new things. It made us feel more than ever before that this whole exercise had been more than just worthwhile. This experience was truly rewarding and we are looking forward to coming again to Timbaktu, whenever we can.

