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Abstract

The stint with Tata Trust in 1978 gave Arvind Gupta an opportunity to explore his own inner longings.
He had the fortune of spending a year, helping the Village Science Teaching Programme. Presently, he
is based at the Children’s Science Centre incubated by the Inter-University Centre for Astronomy &
Astrophysics (IUCAA) Pune, India. He continues with his passion of designing low-cost science teaching
aids, simple science toys to make science fun for the children of the lesser God. True to the Tata Vision,
Tata Trust supports this endeavor. This article examines the role of Tata Trust (Navajbai Ratan Tata
Trust) in supporting grass-root initiatives for every child in our country.

The Beginning

Some of my colleagues in the Indian Institute of
Technology (lIT), Kanpur started a school for the
children of the mess servants, gardeners and
guards wherein | volunteered as a teacher for 5
years. This enriched my experience of working
with children.

In 1972, | worked as a Trainee in TISCO, Jamshed-
pur for a month. In 1975, after completion of my
BTech | joined TELCO (Tata Motors) in Pune as a
Trainee Engineer. In1978, | was blessed with the
opportunity of spending a year in assisting the
Tata Trust in its endeavor to successfully run the
Hoshangabad Science Teaching Project. This
teaching project aimed at revitalizing the learning
of science in resource-starved village schools.
Instead of learning science by rote of definitions
and formulae, the children experimented by
using simple, low-cost apparatus. They enjoyed
the practical way of learning science.

Here my engineering background came in very
handy. During the first month of my assignment,
using bits of cycle-valve tube rubber as joints
and matchsticks, | designed a simple homespun
Mecanno. This proved to be the turning point of

“UBE my life as it gave me an
opportunity to explore
my own inner longing.
This opened up a new
world for me. When |
left TELCO, | decided
to continue with my
passion of designing
low-cost science teach-
ing aids and creating
simple science toys to
make learning fun for poor children. In the last 30
years it has been my privilege to conduct science
activity workshops in over 2500 schools India
country which required cost-effective methods of
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teaching science.

IUCAA’s Children’s Science Centre

Since 2003, |, along with a small focused team of
four competent and compassionate people, have
been working in the Children’s Science Centre
incubated by the Inter-University Centre for
Astronomy & Astrophysics (IUCAA) located in the
Pune University.

We often have a predisposition that science can
only be learnt with glass burettes, beakers and
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test tubes. However, usually these apparatus are
kept locked in school cupboards which are never
used. Children are made to learn by rote which is
reproduced in their exams. Schools often end up
ignoring the fact that a child’s mind is the most
priceless apparatus. Experience is the way to learn.
When the children experiment with real things i.e.
seeing, touching, hearing, tasting, smelling,
choosing, arranging, putting things together; it
helps them to understand the order in the world
around them.

Around 50 children from different local schools
visit our centre twice a week wherein they are
given a unique opportunity to use rubber slippers,
cycle tubes, plastic bottles, newspapers, broom-
sticks, straws, buttons and old CDs to make low-
cost science models.

In order to make children acquainted with the
need for recycling of waste material, simple toys
using tetrapacks and throw-away plastic bottles
have been designed.

Educational Resources

To make people aware of the possibility of
learning science through practical exposure, over
800 hands-on experiments with sequential photo-
graphs and simple instructions have been
documented. These have been collated in activity
books and in the form of short films in different
languages which are viewed by a large audience
across the world.!

Teachers can bring in a practical perspective into
the classroom by going through educational
classics like Summerhill by A. S. Neill, Teacher by
Sylvia Ashton Warner, Tottochan by Tetsuko
Kuroyanagi, Diwaswapna by Gijubhai Badheka and
the 36-book series on science by the world’s
greatest science writer Isaac Asimov. These are
available at our centre.

The Tata Touch

True to the Tata vision of supporting grass-root
initiatives to help the poor section of society, Tata
Trust is funding these hands-on science learning
endeavors. The long-term vision of the Tatas
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“People and trees don’t grow in a day,” is aptly
exemplified in their philanthropy. The Tatas have
also given the country cutting-edge science
research institutes like the Indian institute of
Science (IISc) and Tata Institute of Fundamental
Research (TIFR). The IUCAA is a resource center
through which the Tata Trust inspires and trains
activists from various other NGOs.

The village science project which inspired me in
1978 was funded by the Tata Trust. Thirty years
later, our small science centre at IUCAA is still
supported by the Tata Trust. This | feel is in true
Tata spirit-investing in meaningful social projects.

The Success Stories of ICUAA

Durga Jetty, a poor student,
helps her mother wash dishes in
four houses before attending
school. Inspired by the
Vidyapeeth Shala, a Science
Club, located in the Pune
University campus, she designed
a Bottle Turbine? which won her
accolades. The bottle turbine
was based on the principle
wherein a bottomless bottle
moved up-down in water, air is
expelled from its lid and which
drives a turbine which helps to harness wave
energy. Durga scored 94% marks in the High
School exam and stood second in her school. The
Maharashtra Times appealed to their readers to
help the deserving Durga. A total of 517 cheques
poured in. In a glittering function Durga was
handed a cheque of Rs 6 lakhs by Prof R. A.
Mashelkar.

N
Bottle Turbine

It Levitates, It Spins & It Writes !

Five years back Hamsa Padmanabhan was a

'http://arvindguptatoys.com
2http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RUDOYTAEF6Y



student of class X in the Kendriya Vidyalaya,
Ganeshkhind, Pune. She wrote a 12-page scientific
paper explaining the science behind the Levitat-
ing Pencil’ designed by ICUAA. This model costs
less than twenty rupees and can be made in
15 minutes. This won Hamsa the second Intel
International Award of US$2500. Five years down
a minor planet has been named after Hamsa. This
shows the innate potential of our children; they
can compete with the best in the world.

The Touching Slate* is based on a simple idea-
wool sticks to Velcro. The slate is made of Velcro
strips and the drawing pen is essentially a “fishing
line” dispensing wool. Visually impaired children
can draw and feel their artwork with the tips of
their fingers. India has the world’s largest number
of visually-impaired (13 million) and the Touching
Slate has proved immensely useful. With the help
of the ICUAA website a special needs school in
Thailand made Touching Slates for all the visually-
challenged children in their school.

A Flexagon is a 3-D paper model® which can be
continuously rotated using fingers. One needs an
A-4 size sheet, a scale and a pencil to make the
model. On rotating, four different surfaces appear
in a sequence. They can be used to depict any
concept of a cyclic nature, for example the food
chain, weather cycle, etc. On 10 Nov 2011 a Polish
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group Hands-On Universe dubbed a short 2-
minute video in Polish and posted it on the inter-
net. In 10 days over 2, 20,000 people viewed it
creating a new record!
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