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Learning to learn
An Introduction



An educational method which is not inspired by the 
conception of a certain form of human perfection is 

not worth very much. When it is a matter of educating 
a whole people, this conception should be that of a 

civilization. It must not be sought in the past, which 
only contains imperfect models; far less still in our 

dreams of the future, which are necessarily as mediocre 
as we ourselves are, and consequently vastly inferior to 

the past. The inspiration for such an education must 
be sought, like the method itself, among the truths 

eternally inscribed in the nature of things.  

From ‘Illuminations:  A Proposal (in two parts)’ 
by A K Saran



Namaste! In this book I  want 
to share some ideas on how 
children can learn on their own.

Let me start with a very old 
personal story first...

What 
is Asli 
Shiksha?



“Mr Elassery, if you miss one 
more class, you will have to stay 
back after your friends leave.”

“My God! How did this 
professor manage to put a 
name to my face?”



But, all my schooling felt 
boring and pointless...

Was your experience similar?

I thought what I had learnt in 
eighteen years of schooling was 
to sit camouflaged as a piece 
of furniture in the last row and 
sleep with my eyes open...

I attended classes and graduated 
with my friends.



Academics 
may have been 
boring, but 
doesn’t school 
make us who 
we are? 

From children who need to 
be taken care of, we become 
independent adults equipped 
with basic life skills. If we do 
not go through school will this 
not happen? Is school responsible for 

making us rational, scientific, 
democratic and civilized?



Then they were shown an
image like the one below and 
asked the same question.

Children were shown an 
image like the one below and 
asked what they thought 
about these people. 

Almost everyone thought 
that the couple was English-
speaking, educated, big city 
dwellers, rich, sabhya.

The children were then asked:

If the city people came to your 
village tired, lost and hungry, 
will you help them? 

If you were tired, lost and 
hungry in the city, will they 
help you?

I’d like to share an  
experiment that an 
educationist used to do with 
children of his rural school.

Their answers included local 
language, uneducated, village 
dwellers, not well off, asabhya.



This example may seem extreme, 
but I’d like to explain further. 

Our qualifications in life can be 
divided up into two kinds- visible 
qualifications and invisible 
qualifications.



Visible qualifications such as 
degrees, diplomas and doctorates 
give us employment.

Invisible qualifications make our lives 
richer. These include our connections 
to ourselves, to other people, to our 
language, to our culture and to the 
natural world around us.



The entire focus of our current 
education system is on the visible 
qualifications.

The aim of Asli Shiksha is to 
create a complete person.

The system usually
hinders the development of 
our invisible qualifications.



So does the 
current system 
not work 
at all?

Have you wondered if getting 
children through these exams 
should be the sole objective of our 
education system?

260 lakh children join 1st standard.

Only 120 lakh join 11th standard.

90 lakh pass the 12th exam.

Less than 1 lakh seats in IITs+
NITs+State medical colleges+ 
Other ‘good’ professional courses.

More than 60% children 
fail the Indian education 
system. Can we say that 
the system as a whole 
has failed?

Here’s another way to 
look at the ‘problem’:

(The statistics about children who fail are 
approximated from the MHRD document 
‘Educational statistics at a glance’ published 
in 2018.)



Don’t you think that a national system 
of education that seems to be designed 
to filter out most of the children, needs 
some fundamental rethinking?



A closer look shows that the 
academic content is excessive, 
pointless and alienates us from our 
roots. The excessive volume and
embedded western worldview cuts
at the very roots of that which 
makes our inner lives rich!

It is indeed fortunate that most 
children fail the system!

Getting children into classrooms 
is a great achievement. However, 
there are fundamental issues 
with the prescribed syllabi.



In his first report, William Adams 
observed that there exist about 
1,00,000 village schools in Bengal 
and Bihar around the 1830s.
(Dharampal: Collected writings, Volume III) 

Before the 18th century, India and 
China were the two largest economies 
by GDP output.
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Angus_Maddison)

The Kerala School of Mathematics (14-19th CE) 
blazed new trails in formulating the power series – the 
trigonometrical sine, cosine, pi series, which antedated 
similar mathematical formulations in Europe by a 
couple of centuries.

Here are some examples that talk about 
forgotten aspects of our history. You can 
see that they are important but are not 
covered in the syllabi.

(B. V. Subbarayappa. Science in India)



Remember when we talked 
about visible and invisible 
qualifications?

Our solution can reduce 
the emphasis on the visible 
qualifications. Perhaps finish the 
syllabi in half the time and use 
the freed up time to give children 
experiences that enrich their lives.

What can be 
done?



There are many philosophies about 
how children learn. Let me now talk 
about one version that can lead to a 
reduction in the time children spend 
on academics. The philosophy I am 
going to describe is based on these 
foundational ideas:

Every child is an Aatma in evolution. 
The present life is part of a journey of 
many lifetimes towards wholeness.

(The philosophy of education described here is
based on Sri Aurobindo’s ‘Integral Education.’)



The teacher is also a learner. 
Teaching is a process of 
experientially learning 
about ourselves.

Learning is natural and every 
child can learn on his/her own. 
For example, every child learns 
his/her mother tongue naturally.



The philosophy claims that there 
are 3 principles of true teaching.

The teacher is a helper and a guide. They 
can only attempt to draw the attention of 
the student to where the knowledge lies 
and thus assist him/her to see it.

Principle 1: Nothing can be taught

All learning happens within the child.
No teacher can have direct control over it.



Forcing the child into the shape desired by 
the parent/teacher is barbarous.

Principle 2: The child must be induced to grow 
in accordance with his or her own nature

To force the nature to abandon its own 
Dharma is to do it permanent harm.



The mind needs images that are part 
of the land and culture the child 
physically moves in. 

Principle 3: Work from the near to the far

Heredity, surroundings, culture, country, soil, sights, 
sounds, habits, air etc. are all factors that make up the 
basis of a person’s nature. The children will become 
rootless if artificially molded into an alien form.



The three principles have to be 
used together with the idea that 
learning is a 3-step process. 
The three steps are:

absorption
Take input and absorb 
information about what 
has to be learnt. Read, 
watch, listen etc.

1



assimilation 
Immerse yourself in some completely 
unrelated task. The input goes 
into a temporary memory storage 
location, which keeps only the latest 
stuff. Doing something else lets your 
mind mysteriously form internal 
connections that transforms the input 
into ‘learning’. This is not a conscious 
activity and your  rational mind 
usually has no control over it.

2
re-expression 
Re-express the input in your own words. 
This shows that assimilation was 
successful and ‘learning’ has happened.

3



Some other important ideas in this 
philosophical framework include:

Don't focus on academic content.
(95% is anyway forgotten 
immediately after the exams)

Faculties such as observation, confidence, 
will power, comparison, association, 
logical thinking, communication, 
memory, problem solving and 
concentration are important. Any subject 
can be used to develop any faculty. 

Based on this philosophy and these ideas, 
here are some new ideas about education:

Children learning in groups with 
teachers helping them as needed.



All of these can lead to faster 
and more efficient learning! I 
have personal experience with 
this but you don't need to take 
my word for it. 

Try it out!

Children who study at home 
with a parent and don’t have 
to go to school.

Children teaching
other children in class.



The time freed up from academics 
can be used in bringing out the 
talents of the children and giving 
them a more enriching time.

Therefore, Asli Shiksha will work in 
all sorts of settings– 
alternative as well as mainstream 
schools, rural as well as urban, 
small as well as large etc.

These ideas are for all schools, not only for 
alternative schools.

Whatever philosophy a school 
follows, all of them have a 
syllabus to finish. Getting 
them to finish this syllabus in 
the shortest possible time is 
something no one can object to.

If the efficiency and effectiveness 
of the teaching is high, the 
children will not need to revise 
already studied portions again 
and again.

Will this 
philosophy 
work only with 
alternative 
schools?



The actions that comes out of a 
philosophy are not obvious. Having 
experimented with these ideas I can 
help  you in walking a new path. These 
are points to keep in mind:

No lecturing: Create an environment
where children are self-directed and 
learn to learn on their own.

The teacher/ facilitator’s job is to only help solve 
non-academic things like:
- figuring out the strategy for study and exams.
- researching tools to aid study
- helping decide the broad study plan and daily 
timetable.

The development of their self-learning ability
is the most important gain for the children.

This ability will be useful throughout their life.



As a teacher you can:This does not mean there is no 
place in this philosophy for a 
teacher.  The teacher is a critical 
component of this system. The job 
of the teacher shifts from 'teaching' 
to becoming an inspirational 
mentor for the students.

Intervene only if you must

The child may seek your help less 
and less as time goes by. However, 
without being obtrusive, try to be 
always aware of what the child is 
going through.

Intervene only if you think that the 
child is stuck in a place from which 
he cannot seem to come out in 
spite of trying.

Establish your availability 
and commitment

Initially your availability is crucial- 
a little like your being in the water 
when the child is learning to swim. 
Once the child knows that you are 
always available to help with any 
strategy or subject related issue, 
he will blossom into a confident 
self-learner.



That brings us to the end of this introduction 
to Asli Shiksha. We have touched upon a few 
important aspects of education here and 
you may be left with many questions. I hope 
to detail out the themes presented here in a 
series of illustrated books. The indicative list of 
topics is available on the last page. If this book 
resonates with your experience, you can use 
the ideas presented here or get in touch with 
me to start a conversation.

Namaste!



Afterword

This series of books on education is jointly brought to you by 
SIDH and Asli Shiksha. In this illustrated series which uses 
minimal text, we will be discussing some ideas that we think 
are of great importance but which our current education 
system completely ignores. These ideas are what can broadly 
be called ‘traditional’. Traditional not in the sense that they are 
old, but in that they are eternal. Ideas that acknowledge and 
honor the life force within both the teacher and the student. 
Join us as we embark on this journey of exploration.

Thank you for reading!
Pawan K Gupta
SIDH, Mussoorie
Aug 2018



To take the conversation further, 
please visit our website:
http://www.aslishiksha.com 
or
send an email to:
arun@aslishiksha.com 

SIDH has extensive experience of 
working in rural Uttrakhand and 
in publishing books on education. 

Asli Shiksha engages with schools 
for creating an environment of 
self-learning. 

1. Implementation of the self-learning 
methodology in a classroom.

2. Tradition and modernity and their 
different impacts on education.

3. The importance of the culturally and 
geographically local (sthaaniyata) in 
teaching and learning.

4. Distinctions between the outer and the 
inner and the interconnectedness between 
the two. For example, between word and 
meaning, impressing and inspiring, 
hearing (the word) and listening (to the 
meaning), information and knowledge etc.

5. Dhyanakarshan vidhi, the traditional 
method of drawing the attention of the 
student to ‘what is’.

6. The art of questioning and how it can be 
used as a tool for learning.

7. The process of learning and the role of 
observation and contemplation in leading 
to right conclusions.

8. The importance of the correct process of 
introducing a subject.

9. The difference between WHAT, WHY 
and HOW and their use in education.

10. The difference between the reality and 
the symbol. For example: The normal way 
of teaching is that the sun rises from the 
east. What we should be saying is that the 
direction from which the sun appears to be 
rising is called the east. 

Indicative list of topics that the Asli Shiksha series of books will cover: 





This illustrated booklet, the first in a
series looking at education, introduces 
the concept of Asli Shiksha. In a few 
pages it covers a wide range of ideas 
starting from problems with our current 
education system to the philosophy 
and practices that can reduce stress on 
parents, teachers and children working 
within the system.

ISBN: 978-81-87827-17-7 
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