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Learning of a Teacher

Even as a high school child, I knew that I would want to become a mathematics teacher. I was a lucky student
who have got very good teachers. Occasionally, I had taught to different students including my classmates.
Right after I finished my masters, I started teaching in an engineering college. But IthinkI did not understand
what it means to be a teacher until I went to Arunachal Pradesh to teach mathematics to 10® and 12* standard
students.

When 1 visited the north east of India
(Assam and Arunachal Pradesh) for the
first time, I did not have any slightest idea
what the stay 1s going to offer me. The lit-
tle experience I got about education, socio-
economic status, politics and culture of the |
north east region from thel5-days long
study tour was just perfect to maintain my '
interest, increase my curiosity, and create |
some attachment with the people of that
beautiful land. On the return journey of the
same tour, I started thinking about the op-
tions which can take me back there and be-
ing a mathematics teacher the doors were
wide open to welcome me. Just 6 months after my first trip, I went back to Arunachal Pradesh for two months
to teach mathematics to 10™ and 12" standard children, one month each in Hayuliang and Roing. SevaBharati,
Arunachal Pradesh has been conducting free coaching classes since last 5 years. The primary aim of these
classes was to revise the syllabus and help students to pass the board’s exam as the pass rate in mathematics 1s
noticeably low in Arunachal Pradesh. Along with this I also put some efforts to make mathematics fun and in-
teresting.

Teaching to the tribal children made me think about education from a very different perspective. On one hand I
was teaching very simple and basic math concepts to the children,and on the other hand,they were teaching me
the important things like love and respect. While teaching elementary techniques such as addition or multipli-
cation of a positive and a negative integer to a student who was about to appear for the 10" boards exam in just
a couple of months, I went through a series of eye opening questions ranging from very personal to very gen-
eral questions about our society andeducation system in particular. Almost every otherday I was questioning
myself about my decision to come here to teach. I felt if it was really worth spending my time to teach such
elementary concepts to tribal students whomay not even pass their board examand who may noteven use this
mathematics further in their life? Was I not happy with my previous teaching job which included teaching
some fancy game theory, complex geometry or combinatorics to talented high school students who would not
only appear for NTSE or Olympiad exams but some of them will even crack those exams? Or was I not satis-
fied with the salary I was getting as a lecturer in an engineering college for teaching the students who usually
struggle even to pass the compulsory mathematics courses? These thoughts had disturbed me for a quite long
time and [ started thinking deeply about what do we teach, why do we teach and whom do we teach. Do I
teach something that is really meaningful for all? Do I teach because I seck pride either in my salary or
achievements of my students? Do I want to teach to only bright students or at places where I will get a fat sal-

ary?



Such many questions kept haunting me and forced me go to Arunachal Pradesh again this time for four
months; two months each in Daporijo and Itanagar. I taught mathematics from 9™ to 12 standard and some
topics from science upon students’ requests. The very first class would usually start at 6 in the morning with
teaching at one or two different schools before the school starts and another one or two different schools after
the school hours. I visited many schools in the daytime and conducted various small activities for children of
different age groups and mostly went to my students’ houses for dinner. I was experiencing the unconditional
love from the students and their parents, the high sense of civilization in the tribal communities, the beautiful
but unpredictable nature, and the continuous dialogue on various questions in my mind. All this gave me a
great opportunity to think, to understand and to experience the role of a teacher. The very first thing I learned
that even if [ was teaching some basic mathematics,I was not really teaching anything. Secondly, if I really
want to teach something, I need to make sure while completing the syllabus and preparing my students for the
exam, whether ’m creating any opportunity for them to learn something that is meaningful. Third, the very
short duration of my stay of about a month made things even more difficult. It was a challenge to put a lot
more efforts to unlearn the wrong notions and teach the correct concepts.

" My mind was slowly getting trained and occupied in
| searching for activities and tasks from which the stu-
dents will learn something that is useful for them in the
long run. Some simple games helped me to engage them
= in using their prior understanding and experiences to
" build the new concepts. One game I conducted was to
— reinforce the concept of place value and how to read and
o write big numbers. Even the 10" standard students
2 played this game for a very long time and seem to enjoy

it a lot. I would make groups of 10 students and assign
some digit from 0 to 9 to each student. Then I would tell
some number in words and each group would write that number using the students as symbols instead of the
digits. The group that first shows the number correctly will get the points. For the numbers without repetition
of the digits, the game was very simple. For the numbers with repetition of the digits, for example: 1123 can be
represented as (1)(0)(4+8)(3) or ({0 5+7)(3) or (4+7)(2)(3) or (5+6)(2)(3). These different expressions rein-
forced the concept of place value. Thatis 1123 1s 1Th 1H 2T 3U and also 1Th OH 12T 3U and so on. I modi-
fied this activity depending upon the number of students and their level of familiarity with big numbers. For
example, the number of students in each group can be more than 10, say 16. In this case the students will be
assigned values from 0 to 15 where the above number can also be written as (1)(0)(12)(3) or (11)(2)(3). After
getting one correct solution, I would give some more time to find other possible representations of the same
number and if possible exactly how many ways to represent the same number (this is possible when the num-
bers are small and easy).

I believe such activities havethe potential to achieve many things, from learning actual concept to intercon-
necting different concepts to understanding group dynamism. I experienced the genuine need of such activities
while teaching in Arunachal Pradesh. The whole concept of how I can teach better was transformed into how
students can learn better. I would certainly recommend every teacher to take up a similar teaching experi-
ence.It would be more of a learning experience, which in turn helps to understand about student centric learn-
ing. Even if one does not get such an opportunity,every teacher must ensure track their learning in order to cre-
ate meaningful learning for all students.

Sneha Bhansali
bhansali.sneha07(@gmail.com

Graduate Research Assistant
The University of Lowa USA
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Website Links

Jiwww.deccancollegepune.ac.in/

Jwww . ihen.in/

://mationalarchives.nic.in/

Jwww . indianhistorveongress.org.in/

Jiwww.rovalasiaticsociety.org/site/

Jhwww . rbi.org. in/currencv/museum/c-medi.html

sanskritdocuments.org/scannedbooks/asiallpdfs. html

www.lullacharity.org

http:/fwww.tspasibhopal.nic.in/kalash.html

; & tp://silentpagesindia.blogspot.in/

EICGRCHEG]
arfor T Fg

Ucdl : ‘B a7, sy el us, gﬂ’r ¥eg o030,
gAY Y012R3, W0LL]Y

é’ - ol : erc@jnanaprabodhini.org
Visit us at ;| Www.erc-pune.org




