A Bridge Across Forever

Gyan-Setu project aims to expose students from remote parts of
the country to the world of science through workshops
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JOYCE WILLIAM JOHN worldaroundthem,” saysSimha, whowas a
student in Indian Institute of Scienee Edu-
cation and Research (IISER)when he first
visited Dantewada withhis friend Kaus-
tubh Deshpande in December 201 1.

When they returned to Pune. the two,
togetherwith their friend Kalyani Katanya,
shared the experience with Vivek Ponkshe.,
head of Educational Activity
Resource Centre-Jnana Pra-
bodhini, and the plan for
Gyan-Setuprojed germi-
nated. A collaborative effort
of Inana Prabodhini, Disha-lISER and Ja-
neev Yuva, Gyan-Setuwill conduct a year-
long programme of conducting science-
based workshopsfor children inbackwand
states through volunteers.

PRANITH Simhatells astory ofatime in
Dantewada, Chhatisgarh, whena group of
schoolstudents wastakento the lone
swanky auditorium in the district fora
movie. Simha expected to heara lotof ex-
citedchatterbut therewas none at all.
Therewas also nocollective cry
of disappointment when the
show wasinterrupted in the
middle; only avery passive au-
dience ofteenagers. To Simha it
showed howlittle exposure the children
from the backward district had.

“They have not grown up hearing
about movie halls, trains oracroplanes.
They are completely solated fromthe

Students in Chhatisgarh listen with
rapt attention as a volunteer
explains concepts of science, as part
of the pilot workshop held last year;
(right) A student at the pilot
workshop conducted in May this
year, at Leh

invarious batchesto Chhatisgarh and
Ladakh in the latter half oflast yearand be-
ginning ofthisyvear. “The experience
changed them and even established long
termrelationships. The students they
taught in Ladakh still call them from public
phone booths”™ he says.

Starting from August 15, this vear, the
project’sfirst phase will go on till August 15,
2014, withvolunteersgoing tothe states of
Ammnachal Pradesh, Assam, Chhatisgarh
and Jammu & Kashmir. The first batchof
volunteers is set togoto Ladakh in Septem-
ber.

Ponkshe explainsthat they have identi-
fied local organisationsineachof the four
states tohelp them select schoolswhere
their volunteerteamscan go. The work-
shops will typically be aboutsix-hours long,
conssting ofsome demonstrations, practi-
cal experiments and a field tnp tounder-
stand the eco-system. “One of our main
goals is toignite students’ minds by com-
municating to them that learning is fun and

if they startthinking in scientific ways, var-
iousproblems canbe dealt with,” says
Ponkshe, whohasvisited each of the
fourstatesandtherefore “knows
the ground realities™.
Gabale shares that each
volunteer teamwill consist
of about three or four
membersand their visit
J | willlast about aweck.
‘ “We already have 60 reg-
istrations and the volun-
teers include graduate and
post-graduate studentsand
IT professionals from Pune,
Nasik, Ratnagiriandeven
Bangalore,” says Gabale,
adding thatthevare exped-
ing the number togoup to
about200,

“Ourobjective is toexpose
childrenfrom these statestothe ¢
world of science andtechnol-
ogy, while also inspiring stu-
dentsand professionals to
have a proactive ap-
proach towards ad-
dressing social issues. It .
isgive and take, whichis
whywecallitasen: —a
bridge," shares Shrikant
Gabale, coordinator,
Gyan-5Setu.

Ponkshe, whois
chief coordinator of
the project. saysasa pi-
lotworkshop they had
sent about 20 volunteers




