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In ancient tim es, le arners w ent to seek  
learning at th e  fe et of th e  m asters (gurus) 
and lived  w ith  th em , served  th em  and  
im bibed  th eir values syste m  and 
approach es to k now ledge . O ne w as by  
and large  free  to ch oose one’s guru, and 
th e  guru h ad  th e righ t to decid e  w h ich  
pupil h e  w ould accept. Th ere w ere gurus 
and ph ilosoph ers w h o w ere on th e righ t 
side of th e rulers, and  th ere  w ere  m en of 
th e stature of D iogenes w h o h ad scorn 
for th e m . No w onder Ale xander is 
reputed  to h ave said th at h e  w ould  h ave  
w anted  to be  Diogenes, if h e w ere not 
A lexander.

It seem s th at till th e pre-colonial 
tim es, India too h ad  a system  w ith  gurus 
at th e  centre and  th e  com m unity to 
support th em , and  th en th e  British  
rulers righ tly diagnosed th is as th e  
strength  of th e society  and prom ptly 
w ent about d eclaring such  education 
illegal, and put in place  a state 

sponsored, controlled  and  adm inistered  
syste m , w h ich  w e  are  follow ing to th is 
day. In one sentence m ost of th e  
education being h anded dow n by  th e  
State  is path e tic, th ough  th ere  are a few  
islands of excellence.

Som e  th r e e  d ecades ago, sate llite  
based education experim ents 
d em onstrated  th e possibility of country-
w ide classroom s. A long anoth er 
dim ension, th ese th ree  decades saw  rapid 
advances in com puting tech nology, w ith  
faster processors, m ore com pact 
m em ories, low er electrical pow er 
requirem ents to run th ese and a 
m assification w h ich  h as been 
unprecedented. Th e  m ore recent 
convergences th at h ave now  occurred  
b etw een inform ation tech nologies and 
com m unication tech nologies h ave now  
redefined broadcasting, so th at entirely 
new  varieties of one to m any and m any 
to m any com m unications are possib le  
w ith  tw o-w ay interactivities. Add  to 
th at th e different m anifestations of 
w irelessness such  as th e  blue-tooth , th e  
W i-fi, th e  Wi -m ax, th e GSM, and th e  
CD M A  and w e  h ave  th e cle ar possibility 
of reach ing out to alm ost any latitude  
and longitude. You no longer h ave  to be  
born at th e righ t latitude , th e righ t 
longitude  and th e righ t tim e to h ave  
access to h igh  quality education, but it 
can b e  m ore or less independent of 
location.
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So w ould th e  recent launch  
of th e Educational Satellite  fulfil 
th e  expectation of reach ing out 
to our entire constituency in th e  
Constitutional obligation of 
education for all? W e ll it could, 
but th ere  are at least th ree m ore 
m ajor com ponents to m ak e it 
really w ork . Th e  first is th e  new  
pedagogy, if you w ill, of 
creating a teach ing-learning 
experience  w h ich  h as th e  
satellite  base d  transm ission of 
k now ledge  as a k ey  com ponent. 
Th e  s econd is giving it 
legitim acy . A s of now  a learner 
w h o h as learnt entirely by 
h im self by  w atch ing any of th e  
m any  educational ch annels and 
h as acquired th e  capab ility of 
passing a Board or a University 
exam  cannot do so, unless h e is 
adm itted  to som e Institution, all 
of w h om  h ave  very restrictive 
access policie s  and encourage 
exclusivity rath er th an 
inclusiveness. Th e  th ird and in 
m any  w ays really central to th e  
w h ole program  is training of 
te ach ers to use th is and adopt it. 
Today, a h ypoth etical teach er 
w h o is a ‘digital Socrates’ is 
actually not allow ed to practice  
h is profession by th e NCTE, 
th e  A ICTE, th e  U GC and  all 
regulatory bodies. H e is 
h ow e ver not jailed as yet, or 
crucifie d  lik e Ch rist or 
sentenced  to  d eath  lik e Galileo 
and Aristotle , and w e  m ust b e  
grate ful for sm all m ercies. 
W e sh ould h ow ever not despair. 
For often th e solution to 
problem s of th e  future lies in 
learning from  th e past and 

adapting to th e  new  context. 
Le t us get back  to com m unity 
response, putting th e  te ach er 
centre-stage  and not necessarily 
w aiting for th e Governm ent to 
m ak e  th e  first m ove.

I w ould lik e  to tak e  th is 
opportunity to sh are w ith  our 
readers, a very recent 
e xperim ent in putting th e  
h igh est end tech nologies 
availab le in th e  m ost 
im poverish e d  s ettings of a roof-
less,class-room less te ach ing 
initiative, w h ere  ch ildren are 
getting fre e  education entirely 
th rough  voluntary  e ffort. 
Under th e  ae gis of a fledgeling 
initiative nam ed  th e  Learning 
Foundation India ,th ree  
volunteers tw o of th e m  Lillas, 
w h o h ave studied Psych ology 
and Journalism  in th e  USA , and 
H e rsch e l, an external student of 
th e University of London, 
created  an experience, w h ich  I 
w ill call th e  H LL experience. 
W h at H LL did w as to place  a 
laptop com puter w ith  a b ig 
screen in place of th e  
b lack board, h ave about six 
students interact w ith  it using a 
w ireless k eyboard , and w ith in a 
sh ort tim e  th e  ch ildren (aged  
b e tw een six to ten years) w ere  
so engaged th at over th e next 
tw o h ours th ey  w ere  
constructing relative ly  long 
sentences,w riting difficult 
w ords and continuously 
th ink ing of new  th ings th ey 
could do.O n th e  w ay th ey  
h eard m usic,took  ph otograph s 
using a digital cam era,saw  th e ir 
pictures,com m unicating in a 
m ix of English  and 

gestures.W h ile in som e  w ays 
rem iniscent of th e  ‘h ole in th e  
w all’ experim ent of th e NIIT, 
th is w as clearly different in th at 
it w as ‘inclusive’ w ith  th e  
ch ildren actually touch ing and 
playing w ith  th e  latest 
equipm ent and guided, 
m entored, patted, 
com plim ented  and occasionally 
e ven h ugged  by  th eir teach ers as 
a rew ard for h aving sh ow n 
e vidence of le arning. Th e  
incre ase in este em  and 
confidence  w ere enorm ous.
    In m y view , th e  H LL 
e xperim ent is a h istorical 
m om ent in Indian education, as 
it struggles to find h ow  it can 
m orph  from  th e  colonial past, 
an extrem ely unsatisfactory 
present to a b righ t future th at 
w e som e h ow  intuitive ly fe el 
sh ould be ours. It is as 
significant as Piaget’s 
observations on young 
ch ildren’s learning or th e 
e xperim ents on ele ctro-m agnetic 
induction by Faraday w h en h e  
could ge t th e  galvanom eter to 
sh ow  a flick er of current w h en a 
m agnet w as m oved near a w ire. 
From  th at experim ent to 
creating grids of electrical 
pow er generator w as an 
e volutionary journey. W e  
w ould probably see in th e  
future grids of teach ers w ork ing 
seam lessly w ith  netw ork s of 
com puters and w orld-w ide 
learning pads in th e  learner’s 
h ands th at w ill replace th e  slate  
and pencil of yester-years.   
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