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"Your children are not your children.

They are the sons and daughters of

Life’s longing for itself.

They come through you but not from you. And
though they are with you,

they belong not to you.

You may give them your love but not

your thoughts.

For they have their own thoughts.

You may house their bodies but not

their souls,

For their souls dwell in the house of
tomorrow, Which you cannot visit, not even in
your dreams.

You may strive to be like them, but

seek not to make them like you.

For life goes not backward nor tarries with
yesterday”
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Here is the second issue of Warta!/
The quarterly publication of MSFDA
Warta 1s an opportunity to deep-dive into
MSFDA values.

In this edition, we explore student-
centricity in the ever-evolving landscape
of higher education. There is a need for
paradigm shift from a top-down approach
to placing students at the centre, ‘the core’
of the education system. It is high time we
realise that learning is shaped by many
factors and one of the most important
is the context, background, experience,
and interest of the learner. While being
together, sharing, and collaborating may
be important, learning is also a personal
journey of the learner.

Student-centricity in education
isn’t just a trend, it’s a necessity. We
are a diverse and heterogeneous society
and students come from varied social-
eco-cultural background. This needs
to be appreciated and recognised in
order to identify unique learning needs
and interests. This simply means
acknowledging that every student have
a distinct learning pace & preference
and the teacher needs to be mindful of
weaving in a range of methods that enable
a safe and enriching learning experience.

Importantly, it means shedding
away one’s power and position as a
teacher-educator, considering it as a role
rather than a static position, moving out of
classrooms, reimagining the relationship
between teacher and student, keeping
well-being, creativity, and building
critical thinking at the core.

To conclude, student-centric
education 1is a transformative shift
that empowers students to be active,
participants, taking charge of their
learning. The teacher-educator playing
the important role of an enabler-guide
bosting the capacity and potential of
every student.
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Community of Practice

- Coming together to make
sense of the elephant!

Asim Auti
Coordinator MS-DEED, IISER

Stories, whether based on history,

mythology or fiction, shape our thinking and
provide a framework for understanding the
world around us, particularly in India where
they are deeply ingrained in our culture. One
such parable that has transcended generations
is that of ‘the elephant and the blind
men’. Fascinated and intrigued by
something new that has entered
the town, blind (wo)men try to
grasp what it is by touching
the elephant. Unable to
get a holistic picture,
they share subjective
interpretations based on
their own experiences
resultingindisagreements,
and the situation comes to
blows.

The story tells us that
we have a tendency to claim
absolute truth based on our
limited, subjective experience,
ignoring others’ personal
experiences that may be equally true.
Could something good come out of such
subjective views of holistic systems?

The teacher community:

thoughts and actions

As science educators, we face new
challenges in the classroom, almost every
day, that require addressal, our version of the
‘elephant’ in the (class)room. Given these
varied situations, each of us carry a unique
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perspective on science education and practice,
based on personal experience. For the teacher
community, sharing these perspectives can
enrich collective understanding of challenges
and approaches in teaching, which in
turn, would help the community innovate
and create better learning experiences for
students.

The ‘community of practice’
concept has been successfully explored in
many professions, enabling practitioners
to share knowledge, ideas and solutions to
advance their fields. However, the teaching
community, has not fully embraced this
concept. Wherever sharing happens, most of
the sharing gets centred around administrative
workings that don’t concern us or policies
beyond our purview. This article shares a
few steps towards initiating and building a
‘community of practice’ for educators in
India.

Seeking support from peers

The teaching community needs
platforms to discuss various concerns,
including student challenges, science
practice in resource-limited environments,
digital pedagogy, and implementing NEP
2020 in classrooms. In today’s demanding
educational landscape, a teacher cannot be
expected to navigate these challenges alone,
relying solely on individual abilities to guide
students towards effective learning.

One relatively low hanging approach
to building a ‘community of practice’ in
education is peer-support among educators.



Building in person peer-support or meet up
groups with teachers in local institutions or
via regional collaborations,can offer insights
into varied challenges, opportunities to share
success stories and solutions, and build an
understanding of larger educational initiatives
such as policy and program changes.

Building communities of individuals

In addition to local peer-support
groups, community-led in-person or online
forums or ‘Kattas (https://www.ibiology.org/
science-and-society/katta-model/)’ are good
models for teachers to share ideas, concerns
and solutions related to contemporary
educational practice. These settings can
prioritise topics that teachers want to listen to,
discuss and act on. Nowadays, use of social
media and communication applications like
WhatsApp to engage teacher participants is
very effective, and I can vouch for this via
personal experience.

Steps could be taken to converge
these practitioner groups to form a large and
integrated community. While these systems
may exist, it is up to us practising teachers to
create a critical mass and extend the benefits
of community sharing to practice. What

comes out of these communities should also
be tried and tested by individuals in their own
classrooms, as there is no ‘one size fits all’
solution. Effectively shared ideas, concepts,
and philosophies can help to enrich the
academic environment and loop the feedback
into the community.

Faculty Development Programmes (FDPs)

FDPs are meant to upgrade teacher
skills in select fields, but why can’t they also
serve as a platform for building a community
of practice? This could be done via well-
designed teacher development programmes,
focused on implementing a community of
practice, via teacher education and training.
Various educational and human resource
development agencies could work together
to network teachers nationwide and promote
open forum environments for teachers to
share practices and solutions. At the MS-
DEED programme (https.//sites.google.com/
acads.iiserpune.ac.in/ms-deed-msfda-iiser-
pune/home?pli=1) at IISER Pune, initiated
with the MSFDA (http.//msfda.org.in/),
Government of Maharashtra, we are trying
out this approach by enabling environments
for open interactions among teachers.
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We observe that FDPs, workshops
and meetings that encourage networking
among educators and promote a community
of practice are beneficial for an educator’s
growth. We have developed a few sessions
and activities that facilitate open discussions
on challenges and solutions for implementing
new skills and knowledge gained during our
workshops. Some participants have started

Resources

Teachers
Room

Support pyramid for the teacher community (created by Asim Auti)

discussions  without our interventions.
These learnings have allowed us to unlearn
traditional teaching methods, embrace ideas
of inclusivity in a diverse classroom, and
explore new assessment techniques.

Roles of academic administrators

In addition to community-led efforts,
sustained initiatives will require continuous
support  from  multiple stakeholders.
Along with educators and academics, the
administrators of Higher Education Institutes
(HEIS), such as principals, directors and
deans, can specify long-term visions and
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actions to bring teachers together to enrich
local academic environments. Often,
administrators belong to, or hail from, the
same pool of educators working in the Indian
education system, and therefore possess the
insights and understanding needed to update
policies and practices.

Administrators can design nationwide
networking programmes for teachers,
including those based on
affinities to the subject
being taught, regions, or
languages. These formal
networks will not only
encourage teachers to
share their professional

experiences, but
also enable modes
of  evaluation and
assessment of
teaching practices and
interventions.

Taken together,
‘community of

practice’ platforms can
foster the sharing of
challenges, solutions,
and approaches among
teachers, with benefits
across the teaching
and learning spectrum.
There’s  strength  in
numbers, and together we can make sense of
the elephant.

The author wishes to thank fellow
educators &  administrators:  Anand
Deshpande, Apurva Barve, Ketaki Patankar,
Malika Pathak, Prashant Ratnaparkhi, and V
Pendsey.

(Edited by Ankita Rathore and Karishma S
Kaushik)

This article has already been published on
IndiaBioscience.org



The Lingustic
Landscape of India

Sonal Kulkarni - Joshi
Prof. Deccan College, Pune

India’s society, culture, history and
politics have continuously been shaped
by the multiplicity of her languages. The
country is aptly described as a linguistic
giant. So, how many languages are spoken
in India? The country is home to speakers of
about 461 languages (see Ethnologue https://
www.ethnologue.com/country/in). Of these
447 languages are alive in the sense that they
are actively used in daily communication
while 14 are extinct -
they no longer fulfil any
communication need. 121
of these languages have
more than ten thousand
speakers and  twenty-
two of these are officially
recognised in the Indian
constitution. These include
Assamese, Bengali, Bodo,
Dogri, Gujarati, Hindi,
Kannada, Kashmiri,
Konkani, Malayalam,
Manipuri, Marathi,
Maithili, Nepali, Oriya,
Punjabi, Sanskrit, Santali,
Sindhi, Tamil, Telugu and Urdu. These are
referred to as the °‘scheduled languages’
and 96.72 % Indians speak one of these
languages as their mother tongue (Census,
2011). Hindi is spoken by a majority of the
Indian population (26.6%), followed by
Bangla (7.94%), Marathi (6.84%) and Telugu
(6.68%; source: Census of India 2011). Of the
scheduled languages, Hindi is recognised as
the national official language; English is used
at the national level as a subsidiary official
language. Post-independence, the Indian

The main language
families of India are the
following: Indo-Aryan,

this family includes
major languages such as
Hindi, Punjabi, Nepali,
Marathi, Oriya, Bangla
and Axomiya as well as
tribal languages such as

Bhili and Katkari.

states were carved out along linguistic lines:
Marathi in Maharashtra, Bangla in West
Bengal, Kannada in Karnataka and so on.
Hindi and the other scheduled languages are
used as official languages in the Indian states
—they are used in regional administration and
education. Thus, unlike many monolingual
countries which have a single official
language (e.g. Japanese in Japan, French in
France and so on), there is no single ‘Indian’
language.

Enumerating
languages in India is a
ticklish  issue, largely
because of the blurred
distinction between
language and dialect. Hindi
and Urdu are regarded as
separate languages in spite
of very strong linguistic
similarities between
them, as are Marathi and
Konkani. The Tangkhul
dialects spoken in the
state of Manipur are not
all mutually intelligible,
but the speakers regard these varieties as
constituting a single language. According to
the Census, 43.6% of the population speaks
Hindi as the mother tongue — this includes
more than forty dialects of Hindi such as
Angika, Awadhi, Bagheli, Bhojpuri, Braj,
Chhatisgarhi and so on.

Languages carry signatures of
the varied ancestries of the people of the
land. Hence, like people, languages can be
classified into various language families
based on the genealogical similarities among
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them. The main language families of India
are the following: Indo-Aryan - this family
includes major languages such as Hindi,
Punjabi, Nepali, Marathi, Oriya, Bangla
and Axomiya as well as tribal languages
such as Bhili and Katkari. These languages
have descended from the classical language,
Sanskrit via the Prakrits. In the present times,
the members of this language family spread
from north-west India to north-east India,
occupying the plains of north India. The
Dravidian family of languages includes four
major, literary languages in southern India
— Tamil, Malayalam, Kannada and Telugu -
as well as a number of tribal languages such
as Toda in the Nilgiri Hills and Gondi and
Malto in central India. The Munda group
of the Austro-Asiatic languages includes
Santali, Mundari, Ho and a few other tribal
languages spoken in Central India. The
Tibeto-Burman family of languages is
represented by languages such as Manipuri,
Bodo and almost a hundred other tribal
languages spoken in north-east India. The
Daic family of languages in Arunachal
Pradesh and in Assam and the Andamanese
language family in the Andaman islands
are two smaller genealogical groups in the
country. All of these language groups share
ancestry with languages in other parts of the
world: Indo-Aryan languages are historically
related to languages in Europe which were
derived from Latin and Greek. Thus Bangla,
Hindi, Persian, English, German and Dutch
are all distant cousins. The Munda / Austro-
Asiatic languages are genetically related to
languages in Vietnam and Cambodia while
the Tibeto-Burman languages are relations
of languages spoken in Nepal, Myanmar,
Bhutan and China. Speakers of the different
language families are said to have arrived in
the Indian sub-continent at different times in
the prehistory of India; the ancestors of the
speakers of the Great Andamanese language
belonged, perhaps, to the first migration of
humans out of Africa into South and South-
East Asia.

A large proportion of Indians use their
multilinguality to index multiple identities
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— local, regional, national and so on. Very
often the knowledge of multiple languages
is acquired not in school but in multilingual
neighbourhoods. It is not at all uncommon
for a child growing up in a town like, say,
Solapur to speak a variety of Telugu as the
home language with the family, the local
contact language, Marathi, with friends in
school, a smattering of Kannada with the
neighbours and some Hindi and/or English
in the school. This linguistic division of
labour is very characteristic of the Indian
experience.

Language in India has a complex
relation with writing. Not all Indian
languages are written though rich oral
traditions flourished for these languages. The
development of writing is associated mainly
with commercial record-keeping rather than
any religious or social activity. Scripts used
in the present day for writing all Indian
languages are predominantly derived from
the Brahmi script. Devanagari or Nagari, its
modern derivative, is used to write Hindi,
Marathi, Konkani and Sanskrit.

The recitation of Devanagari system
follows a phonetic order in which vowels
precede the consonants. Symbols of the
writing system are ordered such that sounds
produced at the back of the mouth cavity (ka,
kha, ga, gha) are followed by those produced
progressively in the front of the mouth cavity
(cha, chha, ja, jha and pa, pha, ba, bha).
Another characteristic of the writing system
is that the vowel is inherently present in
the consonant symbol. Local scripts were
devised and adopted for some languages — for
example, Ol Chiki for Santali in Jharkhand,
West Bengal and Orissa; Kaithi and Tirhuta
for Maithili. Some Indian languages are
written in more than one script — Devanagari
and Perso-Arabic for Sindhi; Devanagari,
Malayalam, Kannada, Perso-Arabic and
Roman for Konkani.

Irrespective  of  their  varying
ancestries, the speakers of the various Indian
languages have not lived in isolation. Over
millennia, they have intermingled for social,
economic and other reasons. In the process,



their languages have been enriched with in Santali, kudirai-gidirai ‘horses and such

languages. Such processes of assimilation ,.h as likh dalo “write (it) and be done with

and convergence define the Indianness of > i Hindi hak bidu ‘put (it) and be done
the multitude of languages. For example, all .

Indian languages have echo forms such as
cay-vay ‘tea and such other things’ in Hindi,
killa-billa ‘fort and such other things’ in
Marathi, iskul-phiskul ‘school and the like’
in Oriya, bokop-tokop ‘brothers and the like’

with it’ in Kannada, and so on. These and
several other such shared linguistic traits
highlight the unity underlying the country’s
linguistic diversity.

Through the Lens -

a photography exhibition on higher education

MSFDA in collaboration with Photography Promotion Trust (PPT) conducted a programme
for faculty and students from selected colleges of Maharashtra.

The programme was an enriching learning experience for 40 participants to engage with
Padmashri awardee Sudharak Olwe, a social documentary photographer along with other
resource persons Prof. Y.S.Alone, teacher at INU; Amrit Gangar, film historian, critic, curator
and writer; Sanjeev Sonpimpare, award-winning visual artist/painter; artist Riyaz Komu. The
three-phase programme enabled participants to be amateur documentary photo-storytellers.

The programme culminated into a permanent exhibition displayed at MSFDA Pune providing
an intriguing glimpse into the world of academic spaces through the multi-layered narratives
of the students and teachers.

(Herein, we share one photograph from the exhibition along with its caption)

The agitated female students of this college complain about having to wash

dishes during an NSS camp while their male counterparts get away saying

that it’s a woman’s job. However, the complaint continues to be laughed at.
How deeply ingrained these gender roles are!
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(self team management).
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Apurva Barve
Centre Coordinator, MSFDA

It was an overwhelming moment.
Thirty-three participants of MSFDA’s in-
house Faculty Induction Program (FIP)
had gathered in a circle one last time in the
resources room that had become their second
home, to share one thing that had changed
for them over the course of the program. As
coordinator of the FIP, it was fascinating to
see how diverse each one’s key take-away
was, from the same four-week program that
they had all participated in.

Some realized why
clear learning outcomes 1is
while others understood
how student-centric
active learning is very
effective, and yet others
felt ready to try out new
approaches like inquiry,
constructivism or flipped
classroom. Another
few acknowledged that
learners had different
learning styles, whereas
some  realized  that
assessment can be for
(and not just of) learning.

One grew more comfortable with integrating
technology in teaching, while another felt
empowered enough to say “I don’t know”
in the class. For many, there was an overall
broadening of perspective — they said
they would try to be more open-minded,
empathetic and inclusive with students. One
of them said that they will now be aware of
power dynamics that can lead to exclusion of
certain communities. A few mentioned their

defining
important,

Higher education teachers
play the important role of
preparing young adults
to become sensitive
and creative
members of society
and contribute

meaningfully to the world.

realization of how the physical environment
affects learning, thus deciding to explore
learning spaces other than the classroom.
Someone wanted to do more field visits,
while another was re-thinking her views on
competition/comparison and learning. Many
thought that the “power of pause” before
taking a crucial decision was their biggest
discovery, several said that the welcoming and
non-judgmental ambience allowed them free
expression, and one of them even expressed
that the program had helped her cope with
a huge personal loss. One common thread
in all this diversity was
that, without exception,
everyone had found
lasting friendships
during the course of the
four weeks.

That final hour-and-
half of the program
brought back memories
of the month-and-half of
preparation that had led
to the culmination. The
planning had begun with
defining the program
objectives and drawing up the schedule.
For a four-week fully residential program
meant for higher education faculty (who
are no longer used to the ‘learner’ role!),
it was very important to design a balanced
learning experience. Balancing classroom
sessions with field visits, collaborative group
work with individual expression, intensive
inputs with free time for reflection was a
tightrope walk indeed! After several rounds
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of discussions within
the MSFDA core
team, the course
was organized into
four broad themes,
one for each week.

The first week

would take a wider

view to  discuss

the broad purpose

of higher education,

changing landscape of

universities and emerging

role of a college teacher, while

familiarizing participants with the

HEI structures, regulations and norms.
The second and third weeks would zoom into
the core roles of a college teacher - classroom
transactions and interactions with students.
After an in-depth exploration of how learning
happens, a variety of pedagogical approaches
focused on student-centric and outcome-
based learning would be introduced in Week
2, along with discussions on assessment
design for and as learning. Holistic student
development and the factors essential for it,
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such as amenable learning spaces, building
connections with students, including all types
of learner diversities, would be explored in
Week 3. The final week would zoom out to
the big picture again, to view young teachers
as path-breaking leaders and focusing on
institutional development. Reflection and
metacognition would be a recurring theme
throughout, emphasizing on teaching as a
reflective practice with continual learning
from experiences.

The framework finalized, the next
critical step was to identify and contact the
right resource persons. The diverse skill sets
of MSDFA members as well as collaborators
were leveraged, along with other external
experts. Extensive discussions with each
resource person followed. To encourage
participants to make their classes more
participatory and active, it was important to
ensure that the FIP facilitators would also
incorporate this approach in their sessions
and align with the broad objectives. The
cardinal rule that we set for ourselves was
to maintain a friendly, empathetic and
accessible atmosphere, where everyone




would have the opportunity and comfort
to express themselves. As the registration
began to filter in, we were happy to note that
16 districts in Maharashtra were represented,
with diverse disciplines such as engineering,
political science, microbiology and more.

Within a few days, 33 unknown
people had become friends, participating
enthusiastically in the discussions, activities,
assignments and outings. And almost in the
blink of an eye, it was already time to say
goodbye. The final feedback session brought
home a sense of how strong our bond with
the participants had grown and how rich the
experience had been. The MSFDA campus
would not be the same once they had all left!

Higher education teachers play the
important role of preparing young adults to
become sensitive and creative members of
society and contribute meaningfully to the
world. Despite this, unlike lawyers, doctors,
accountants (or even school teachers who

require a B.Ed.) there is neither a “license to
practice” nor any support or capacity-building
to equip them for the role. With masters or
PhD degrees, college teachers are experts
in their subject domain; but they receive
no orientation about the psychological,
pedagogical and social aspects of higher
education. Moreover, in the digital era of
readily available information and emerging
AI/ML technology, the role of a teacher is
now that of a facilitator of learning. There
is thus a need to orient teachers to the more
human and humane aspects of education.
This preparation has assumed even more
relevance in the context of what National
Education Policy 2020 envisages. The
Faculty Induction Program is an attempt
to bridge this gap, and the experience of
the recently concluded batch has further
strengthened our conviction of the need and
utility of such process-oriented, participatory
capacity building programs. We look forward
to many more in the future.
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