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One of the most remarkable features of British rule in India 
has been the fact that the greatest injuries done to the people 

of India have taken the outward form of blessings. Of this, 
Education is a striking example; for no more crushing blows 

have ever been struck at the roots of Indian National evolution 
than those which have been struck, often with other, and the 

best intentions, in the name of Education.

From ‘Education in India’ 
by Ananda Coomaraswamy
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“Education is a self-organizing system, 
where learning is an emergent phenomenon...”

(Dr Mitra is the winner of the TED prize 2013 and best 
known for his ‘Hole in the Wall’ experiment. He defines a self 
organizing system as one where the system structure appears 

without explicit intervention from outside the system. And 
emergence as the appearance of a property not previously 

observed as a functional characteristic of the system)

From a TED talk by Dr Sugata Mitra
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I remember the founder of a school 
in Delhi telling me this story. 
The 8th standard children of his 
school competed with MA students 
from a nearby university. The 
challenge was to read from a book 
that nobody had read before and 
answer questions from it.

The 8th standard children who  
had effectively learned how to 
learn, won easily. Difficult to 
believe? But I have visited this 
school and with its crowded spaces 
and busy children, I remember it 
as one of the most joyous schools  
I have seen.

So, yes, Asli Shiksha can be 
implemented in a classroom.

(Read more about this school at:
http://www.teacherplus.org/leveraging-
political-incorrectness
And
http://india.ashoka.org/muni-
international-school-delhi)(Refer to ‘Learning to learn: An introduction’ for initial ideas and

definitions of terms used here. The book is available for download 
from www.aslishiksha.com)

Can Self- 
Learning or 
Asli Shiksha be 
implemented in 
a classroom?

1.
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I’d like to describe one version 
of an Asli Shiksha classroom and 
what a school with this type of 
classroom can look like. I say one 
version because the objective of 
this book is to inspire you to 
create your own version of the 
Asli Shiksha classroom. 

Let me start by establishing the 
differences between various types 
of classrooms. We will look at two 
types of classroom models and 
then contrast them with a Self-
Learning classroom.

The first is a normal classroom, 
sometimes derogatorily called 
‘Chalk and Talk’ in alternative 
circles. In this type of classroom 
the teacher effort is very high and 
the students are passive listeners.

It is good to add a disclaimer here 
that personally I have no problem 
with this method. All the teachers 
I have known have used this 
method and I have liked many  
of them. It is just that if I was the 
teacher, I would not go about it 
this way. And I know that there 
is an easier method that is more 
empowering for both the teacher 
and the student. Student engagement 

Teacher engagement

Chalk & Talk



05 // // 06

The second is an ‘Activity Based 
Learning’ or ABL classroom. In 
theory, an ABL classroom has 
very high student engagement 
compared to a conventional 
classroom. However, the 
underlying philosophy for both 
these types of classrooms is the 
same. It is based on western 
psychological models which are 
prevalent across the world (The 
assumption is that knowledge has 
to be transmitted to the student 
from an external source like the 
teacher or a book). It is probably 
time to question the relevance of 
these models.

In a Self-Learning classroom, 
student engagement is maximum. 
The philosophical underpinning 
here is different (As explained 
in the first part of this book, the 
student already has the seeds of 
knowledge which only need to be 
properly nourished).

But the big thing is what it means 
for the student’s and teacher’s 
empowerment. Let us take a look...

Self-LearningABL

Student engagement 

Teacher engagement

Student engagement 

Teacher engagement
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In a conventional classroom the 
teachers work to a set lesson plan 
and both the teachers and the 
students have very little freedom. 

In the design of an ABL classroom 
the students and teachers have 
more freedom. 

This progression is most noticeable 
in a Self-Learning classroom 
where the students are practically 
in charge of their learning. And, 
though the teachers put less effort, 
they pay more attention, and this 
translates into increased teacher’s 
empowerment.

That sets the stage to see what a 
classroom and a school with the 
following parameters looks like:

- maximum student empowerment
- maximum student engagement
- maximum teacher empowerment
- minimum teacher engagement

(All the graphs in these pages are indicative and not based on any actual data. 
The objective is to contrast these types of teaching/ learning methods)

Teacher Empowerment

Student Empowerment

Self -LearningABLChalk & Talk
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What does an 
Asli Shiksha 
classroom look 
like?

2.
There is a graphical representation 
on the next page but here are a 
few points to be noted in such a 
classroom-
 - There are two teachers in each 
class. A Main teacher and an 
Assistant teacher. Neither of them 
reads from a textbook or writes 
on a blackboard or in other ways 
‘teaches’ the children in the class.
- The children sit in groups 
and work on tasks set by their 
teachers. Finishing these tasks is 
how the syllabus is covered over 
the academic year. The teachers 
observe the work being done by  
the children but intervene only 
when needed.
- Teachers honor the unique 
talents of each child and they have 
a personal rapport with every child 
in the classroom.
- Their love for the children and 
their interest in working with 

them are the most important 
qualities the teachers bring into 
the classroom.
- The subject of study may continue 
for days and does not change every 
40 minutes.
- Every child sets his/her own pace 
of learning. Different children in 
class may be at different chapters 
of their books.
- While working together, the 
children talk to each other and 
there is a constant, happy buzz in 
the classroom.
- The children are grounded and 
confident. They have love and 
respect for their teachers and 
are comfortable with them. The 
relationship is not based on fear.
- The children welcome visitors and 
are eager to show them their work.
- Walls are covered with the work 
done by the children.
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The Asli Shiksha School:

- Has a warm and welcoming 
atmosphere.
- Children and teachers want to 
spend time here.
- The school welcomes visitors as a 
learning opportunity for students.
- Students participate and help in 
running the school.

The school building:
- Does not take up all the space.
- Has Asli Shiksha classrooms.
- Children have easy access to good 
books in the library.
- Work of students is displayed 
everywhere.
- Students are unafraid to go into 
the staff room.

- Has a kitchen where children 
help.
- Has drinking water, working 
toilet etc.

The school campus has-
- A nature observation/ immersion 
area with trees, plants, birds, 
insects.
- Patch for veggies and cereals 
grown by the children.
- Playground for organized sport 
and free play.
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The Asli Shiksha classroom and 
school may appear like an idealistic 
system that is impossible to put 
into practice. Especially because 
all of us are so used to teaching 
and being taught in conventional 
classrooms. I would like to submit 
that it is not as difficult as it looks. 
The most important component 
is a shift in perspective about the 
relationship between the teacher 
and student. This is a critical part 
of Asli Shiksha, and though you 
may find it a little long-winded, 
please bear with me as I take a few 
pages to lay out its contours.

Ananda Coomaraswamy, the 
great philosopher and scholar, 
criticizing the British education 
system in an essay written in 

1909 titled ‘Education in India’ 
gives us indications about this 
shift in perspective. He says:

The system of education set up 
by the British creates antinational
tendencies by ignoring or 
despising almost every ideal of 
the Indian national culture. 
Most students lose all capacity 
for the appreciation of Indian 
culture and become strangers in 
their own land. 

Indian culture, whether Hindu or 
Muhammadan, is essentially

religious. Regardless of the 
example of almost every Indian
ruler since history began, the 
Government completely ignores
Indian culture. The schools are not 
part of Indian life (as were
the tols and maktabs of the past), 
but antagonistic to it. 

The education is really based on 
the general assumption- nearly 
universal in England- that India 
is a savage country, which it 
is England’s divine mission to 
civilize. The facts were more truly 
realized by Sir Thomas Munro, 
when he wrote that “if civilization 

“
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were to be made an article of 
commerce between the two 
countries, England would soon 
be heavily in debt.”

Here are some of the points of 
view which are intrinsic in Indian 
culture, and must be recognized 
in any sound educational ideal 
for India; but are in the present 
system ignored or opposed:—

1. The almost universal 
philosophical attitude. In India, 
even the poorest peasant may say 
that “All this is maya.” Consider
the deepening of European culture 

needed before the peasant there 
could say that “The world is but 
appearance, and by no means 
Thing-in-Itself.”

2. The sacredness of all things. The 
antithesis of the European division 
of life into sacred and profane. 
In India religion idealizes and 
spiritualizes life itself, rather than
excludes it.

3. Etiquette. There is a Sinhalese 
proverb that runs, “Take a
ploughman from the plough, and 
wash off his dirt, and he is fit
to rule a kingdom.” “This was 

”

spoken,” says Knox, “of the
people of Cande Uda (the 
highlands of Ceylon) because of
the civility, understanding, and 
gravity of the poorest men
among them. Their ordinary 
Plowmen and Husbandmen do
speak elegantly, and are full of 
compliment. And there is no
difference between the ability of 
speech of a Country-man and a 
Courtier.” There could be said of 
few people any greater things 
than these; but they cannot be 
said of those who have passed 
through the ‘instruction machines’ 
of today; they belong to a society 

where life itself brought culture, 
not books alone.

4. Control, not merely of action, 
but of thought. Concentration, 
one-pointedness, capacity for 
stillness.

(The full essay is available under chapter 9 
of  ‘Essays in national idealism’ by Ananda 
Coomaraswamy)
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The point, you see, is that perhaps 
the philosophy under which the 
conventional classrooms and 
the ABL classrooms work is very 
much at odds with our nature and 
culture. The corollary to this is 
that Asli Shiksha or Self-Learning 
happens when we bring in our 
natural philosophical grounding 
into our classrooms. 

All this may appear to be moving 
uncomfortably into the domain 
of ‘religion’, which we have been 
told has to be kept out of ‘secular’ 
education. But, at the heart of 
all religions is the insight about 

the sacredness of life. Ananda 
Coomaraswamy seems to suggest 
that under all the desperate 
activity, the mountain of academic 
content and the theories of 
education that underpin it, this is 
the basic core that is missing from 
the modern education system.

(Mahatma Gandhi speaks eloquently 
about religion and education in
his book ‘Hind Swaraj.’ The relevant 
chapter and some other voices on
education are collected together in 
Annexure 1)

A more ‘secular’ version of the 
idea of the commonality behind 
all religions is available in the 
work of Aldous Huxley and some 
other western philosophers. They 
call it the ‘Perennial Philosophy.’ 
A relevant extract is available 
in Annexure 2. Without getting 
caught in a religious debate, 
we can say that the Perennial 
Philosophy (or its equivalent) 
which should be the philosophical 
center of the Indian education system, 
currently has no place in it. 

It is not possible for just you and 
me to come together and change 

the education system but we 
can change the way we look at it 
and interact with it. And if this 
different way of looking at things 
reduces the stress within ourselves 
and the students and also leads 
to better educational results, isn’t 
that worth trying?

So, with all this philosophy as 
background, what can you do?
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Realize that it is not only the 
subject you are qualified to 
teach that is important in the 
classroom. You are the upholder 
of a tradition and culture that is 
deeply embedded in you. You may 
have been programmed to keep 
this outside the classroom, but 
Self-Learning happens only when 
you are operating from your full 
natural philosophical potential.

Self-Learning classrooms are 
predicated on your faith in a 
higher power or divinity, which 
moves mysteriously and is the 
main actor behind all learning.
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How is an 
Asli Shiksha 
classroom put 
into practice?

3.
As we discussed in the previous 
pages, the most important piece 
in the Self-Learning puzzle is 
the perspective that the teachers 
bring into the classroom. From my 
experience, I want to talk about 
how I shared this educational 
perspective with teachers.
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Teachers sit in groups and think/ 
discuss together, draw/ write their 
understanding and then present 
it to the other groups. The guides 
set up the tasks and observe the 
groups while they work. They give 
their inputs only when asked.

Does the arrangement look 
familiar?
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The program to shift the 
perspective of the teachers  
gives an experience of how a Self-
Learning classroom works.  
The ‘expert’ guides do not ‘teach’ 
but are the administrators of a 
self-learning space. What do the 
teachers sitting in groups actually 
do? They introspect individually 
on key ideas, discuss in small 
groups and present each group’s 
understanding to all the  
other groups.

I have anchored sessions as a 
teacher guide with the following  
sets of questions. Each set was a 
2-3 hour session. These questions 
came up in response to the 
backgrounds of the groups present 
and you will have to prepare your 

own set of questions. The idea is to 
think deeply about fundamental 
issues and have an open discussion 
about them. 

The questions that anchor these 
sessions are less important than 
the process that the teachers go 
through to think through and 
discuss the questions. In one 
such session when I said that the 
teachers already knew everything 
I had come to tell them and I 
seemed to have wasted my time, 
they laughed and said that nobody 
had asked them anything like this 
before and that is why my presence 
was important.

Session title: The map of life
Anchoring questions:
1. Who am I?
2. What is this world?
3. What is culture?
4. What do I want from the world?

Session title: The map of education
Anchoring questions:
1. What is education?
2. What is the objective of 
education?
3. Why did you become a teacher?
4. What is your role in education?
5. Does the current system meet 
the objectives? Explain.Session title: The ideal education

Anchoring questions:
1. What are the qualities that 
an ideal education will instill in 
students?
2. What are the changes needed in
the current system to make it ideal?
3. What will the daily routine of an
ideal school look like?
4. What is the type of teacher 
needed for an ideal school and how 
do we produce them?

Session title: The rural urban divide
Anchoring questions:
1. How is a village school different
from a city school?
2. Which do you think is better? 
And why?
3. What would an ideal village 
school look like?
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Teacher Workshop
Sample answers

and discussed with the other 
teachers on a regular basis and 
more teachers may choose to 
create Self-Learning classrooms.

The teachers who change the way 
their classrooms work may need 
further workshops to discuss 
details. For example the following 
ideas may need to be discussed 
and debated:
- How to create an environment 
where children are self-directed 
and learn to learn on their own 
with no lecturing from the teacher.
- Establishing availability and 
commitment to the student but 
intervening only when needed.
- Honing the powers of observation 
of the students by repeatedly 

drawing their attention to 
interesting things in their vicinity. 
This can work best when immersed 
in nature outside the classroom. 
For example, looking closely at the 
bark of a tree and slowly becoming 
aware of the hidden life forms 
camouflaged on it.
- Contemplating on their 
observations as a mechanism 
for children to uncover and 
internalize their learning. As 
opposed to immediately jumping 
to conclusions or trying to form 
definite answers. 
(Observation and contemplation 
will be dealt with in more detail in a 
subsequent book devoted to these topics)
- Helping solve non-academic 
things like: figuring out the 

Who am I?
A human being having emotions,
values and thinking capacity. I am a
soul having various emotions

What is education?
Education is that which lets us 
treat everyone equally as human 
beings.

Strengths of a city?
Communication (in English),
education, knowledge, wealth,
confidence, presentation, 
educated parents etc.

Strengths of a village?
A vibrant social life, culture and
values, respect for each other, 
fresh air, good environment, good 
food etc.

Who am I?
A sharir plus an aatma.

What I have described is only the 
initial introductory workshop. 
Once this is completed, some
teachers may choose to implement 
some of the ideas in their 
classroom. These will be presented 
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to 16 years were surveyed this year. 
ASER 2018 is the thirteenth ASER 
report. ASER 2018 data indicates 
that of all children enrolled in 
Std VIII in India, about 73% can 
read at least a Std II level text. 
This number is unchanged from 
2016. The overall performance of 
Std VIII in basic arithmetic has 
not changed much over time. 
Currently about 44% of all children 
in Std VIII can solve a 3-digit 
by 1-digit numerical division 
problem correctly.”

My colleague and I were visiting 
a rural school near Bangalore. 
We were sitting on the floor with 
the children and observing a 
1st standard class in progress. 
A small girl came and sat near 

strategy and scheduling for study 
and exams.
- Researching tools to aid study. 
For example mind-maps are great 
tools to remember things.
- Helping decide the broad study 
plan and daily timetable.
(Annexure 3 has a sample to give you 
an idea of tools like scheduling and 
time tables and mind-maps)

The Annual Status of Education 
Report (ASER) established in 
2008 has been giving data driven 
insights into our education 
system. The latest ASER report in 
various places says the following:

“In 2018, ASER returns once again 
to the ‘basic’ model. A total of 
546,527 children in the age group 3 

my colleague and asked him in 
Telugu- ‘Do you speak Telugu?’, 
seeing his hesitation she asked in 
Kannada, ‘Oh, you speak Kannada.’ 

My Tamilian colleague speaks very 
good Kannada and he responded 
to her question. She understood 
that he was not a native speaker 
and switched to fluent Tamil. I 
am just wondering whether the 
ASER team will not talk to this 
miraculous child after 7 years and 
tell us that her reading proficiency 
in class 8 is at 2nd standard level...

What the story illustrates is that 
it is not the child but the system 
that has failed. Failed to recognize, 
acknowledge and develop the 
Self-Learning capacities that she is 
naturally endowed with. 
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If we do not confuse education 
with the academic learning that 
needs to be transacted for a 
certificate, we can discover many 
ways to easily navigate through 
the system. Here are some real 
life examples.

My three children didn’t go to 
school and have studied on their 
own at home. The study material 
was made available to them and 
they made their own schedules 
to go through it. I remember an 
incident from when our younger 
son was in 2nd or 3rd standard. 
He had not gone through his 
Maths book and it was already 
time to go to the next higher class 
and my wife scolded him for it one 

day. He asked her if she was angry 
because she wanted him to finish 
the book and she said yes. He sat 
with the book for the next week 
and finished it from start to finish. 
You see, thats all it takes. 

My children have given the 10th 
and 12th board examinations 
through the National Institute 
of Open Schooling or the NIOS. 
This board is very helpful and 
flexible and unlike a school, very 
non-intrusive. They claim to be 
the largest educational board in 
the world and our experience with 
them has been very good.
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My last example is from a school 
that my friend Shiva used to run. 
Shiva went to the 9th class that was 
moving up to 10th and told them 
that he was going to conduct a 2 
week workshop on mathematics 
during the summer vacation and 
that children who were interested 
could come and attend. As he 
had supposed, he got the 10 or 
so children who were interested 
and mathematically inclined. 
He started the first day by telling 
them the background story behind 
chapter 1 of the 10th standard 
book and then asked them to form 
groups and go through the chapter 
and do all the exercises at the back. 
They had all the resources they 
needed. Reference books, internet-
ready computers, offline digital 

material etc. (And of course, all of 
them knew about Khan academy 
and other online resources). 
The children sat till evening and 
finished their work.

Next morning, Shiva discussed 
the problems and findings of the 
previous day’s work and told the 
background story of chapter 2 and 
went away. The children worked 
all day on chapter 2. By the end 
of the workshop the children had 
finished the 10th standard text 
book and were super excited. 
When the new session started, 
Shiva made them sit with their 
batchmates in groups and now 
Shiva had 10 Maths teachers in  
his class.

As this is a serious book on 
education, let me provide you an 
imaginary humorous diversion: 
I am thinking of starting an 
ASES centre. The Annual Status 

of Education System Report. The 
website will look something like 
the illustration below. If you have 
money to spend on setting up this 
centre, get in touch with me...

ASES 2019 data indicates that even after 72 years of 
independence, the Indian education system continues with its 
colonial hangover and tries to behave like it is serving the 35% 
who scrape through its examination systems.
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I did say at the beginning of this 
book that I can only give general 
guidelines. What I have presented 
are just many perspectives, many 
ideas that you have to figure out 
how to use in your particular 
setting. The idea of a rigid 
educational system that someone 
can document and everyone else 
can implement is a mirage.
With that out of the way, let us 
look at how you can start:

- You can visit Muni International 
where many of the ideas presented 
here appear to be working.
- You can use the ideas presented 
here and start your own small 
experiment and see where it goes.
- You can call me over to start Self-
Learning classrooms.

Let me conclude with a 
reminiscence that is also a 
warning. As children, we grew up 
learning how to make many types 
of paper planes (ordinary/ fast/ 
rocket etc.), boats (ordinary/ with a 
sail/ catamaran etc.), whistles from 
leaves or paper, string telephones 
with empty cans, rubber band 

“Muni International, a budget 
private school in West Delhi, is 
demonstrating a system by which 
every child reaches their full 
potential – by taking on shared 
responsibility over learning, school 
improvement and community 
action. Through the Eklavya system, 
children practice their own learning 
by teaching each other.”  

http://india.ashoka.org/muni-
international-school-delhi

- And most of all, you can start 
thinking about all these ideas and 
introspect and see how they match 
with your experience.
- Nothing written here is 
proprietary. If this can be the seed 
for some good changes happening 
in the education system, I would 
be extremely happy.

powered rolling toys, a jumping 
mouse from a handkerchief, a boat 
cut out of a plastic tongue cleaner 
with a blob of soap at the notch 
behind etc. I can go on adding to 
this list. Nobody formally taught 
us any of this but every child 
knew many such tricks. This was 
probably because there was a lot 
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of unstructured free time to play, 
explore, talk to other children and 
adults, read, get bored, etc. 

This has now become replaced 
by the idea that learning is all 
academic and structured and there 
is no space for children or adults 
to discover such things. I feel that 
we need to get these free spaces 
back or Self-Learning, which I 
think thrives on these spaces, will 
probably not work.

That brings us to the end of this 
book on how Asli Shiksha can be 
implemented in a classroom. Along 
with the first part of this book that 
introduces the philosophy behind 
Self-Learning, we have completed 
a journey that has taken us to 
some unexpected places. Hope you 
enjoyed the ride. I did!

There will be other books in this 
series detailing out other aspects 
of Asli Shiksha. The indicative 
list of topics is available on the 
last page. I hope that the ideas 
presented here prove useful in your 
classrooms. Please get in touch 
with me if you want to start a 
conversation.

Namaste!
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Some voices on
education

Annexure 1.

Mahatma Gandhi
(Chapter 18 of ‘Hind Swaraj’ titled ‘Education’)

READER: In the whole of 
our discussion, you have not 
demonstrated the necessity for 
education: we always complain of 
its absence among us. We notice 
a movement for compulsory 
education in our country. The 
Maharaja Gaekwar has introduced 
it in his territories. Every eye is 
directed towards them. We bless 
the Maharaja for it. Is all this effort 
then of no use?
EDITOR: If we consider our 
civilization to be the highest, I 
have regretfully to say that much of 
the effort you have described is of 
no use. The motive of the Maharaja 
and other great leaders who have 
been working in this direction is 
perfectly pure. They, therefore, 

undoubtedly deserve great praise. 
But we cannot conceal from 
ourselves the result that is likely to 
flow from their effort. What is the 
meaning of education? 
It simply means a knowledge of 
letters. It is merely an instrument, 
and an instrument may be 
well used or abused. The same 
instrument that may be used to 
cure a patient may be used to take 
his life, and so may a knowledge 
of letters. We daily observe that 
many men abuse it and very few 
make good use of it; and if this is a 
correct statement, we have proved 
that more harm has been done by 
it than good. 
The ordinary meaning of education 
is a knowledge of letters. To 
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teach boys reading, writing and 
arithmetic is called primary 
education. A peasant earns his 
bread honestly. He has ordinary 
knowledge of the world. He knows 
fairly well how he should behave 
towards his parents, his wife, his 
children and his fellow villagers. 
He understands and observes the 
rules of morality. But he cannot 
write his own name. What do you 
propose to do by giving him a 
knowledge of letters? Will you add 
an inch to his happiness ? Do you 
wish to make him discontented 
with his cottage or his lot? And 
even if you want to do that, he 
will not need such an education.
Carried away by the flood of 
western thought we came to the 
conclusion, without weighing pros 
and cons, that we should give this 
kind of education to the people. 

Now let us take higher education. 
I have learned Geography, 
Astronomy, Algebra, Geometry, 
etc. What of that? In what way 
have I benefited myself or those 
around me? Why have I learned 
these things? Professor Huxley 
has thus defined education: “That 
man I think has had a liberal 
education who has been so trained 
in youth that his body is the ready 
servant of his will and does with 
ease and pleasure all the work that 
as a mechanism it is capable of; 
whose intellect is a clear, cold, logic 
engine with all its parts of equal 
strength and in smooth working 
order...whose mind is stored with 
a knowledge of the fundamental 
truths of nature . . . whose 
passions are trained to come to 
heel by a vigorous will, the servant 
of a tender conscience . . .who  
has learnt to hate all vileness  

and to respect others as himself. 
Such a one and no other,  
I conceive, has had a liberal 
education, for he is in harmony 
with nature. He will make the  
best of her and she of him.”
If this is true education. I must 
emphatically say that the sciences 
I have enumerated above, I 
have never been able to use for 
controlling my senses. Therefore, 
whether you take elementary 
education or higher education, it 
is not required for the main thing. 
It does not make men of us. It does 
not enable us to do our duty.
READER: If that is so, I shall have 
to ask you another question. What 
enables you to tell all these things 
to me ? If you had not received 
higher education, how would you 
have been able to explain to me the 
things that you have?

EDITOR: You have spoken well. 
But my answer is simple: I do not 
for one moment believe that my 
life would have been wasted, had 
I not received higher or lower 
education. Nor do I consider that I 
necessarily serve because I speak. 
But I do desire to serve and in 
endeavouring to fulfil that desire, 
I make use of the education I have 
received. And, if I am making good 
use of it, even then it is not for the 
millions, but I can use it only for 
such as you, and this supports my 
contention. Both you and I have 
come under the bane of what is 
mainly false education. I claim to 
have become free from its ill effect, 
and I am trying to give you the 
benefit of my experience and in 
doing so, I am demonstrating the 
rottenness of this education.
Moreover, I have not run down 
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a knowledge of letters in all 
circumstances. All I have now 
shown is that we must not 
make of it a fetish. It is not our 
Kamadhuk. In its place it can be 
of use and it has its place when 
we have brought our senses under 
subjection and put our ethics on 
a firm foundation. And then if 
we feel inclined to receive that 
education, we may make good use 
of it. As an ornament it is likely 
to sit well on us. It now follows 
that it is not necessary to make 
this education compulsory. Our 
ancient school system is enough. 
Character building has the first 
place in it and that is primary 
education. A building erected on 
that foundation will last.

READER: Do I then understand 
that you do not consider English 
education necessary for obtaining 
Home Rule ?

EDITOR: My answer is yes and 
no. To give millions a knowledge 
of English is to enslave them. The 
foundation that Macaulay laid of 
education has enslaved us. I do 
not suggest that he has any such 
intention, but that has been the 
result. Is it not a sad commentary 
that we should have to speak of 
Home Rule in a foreign tongue?

 And it is worthy of note that the 
systems which the Europeans 
have discarded are the systems 
in vogue among us. Their learned 
men continually make changes. 
We ignorantly adhere to their 
cast-off systems. They are trying 
each division to improve its own 
status. Wales is a small portion of 
England. Great efforts are being 
made to revive a knowledge of 
Welsh among Welshmen. The 
English Chancellor, Mr. Lloyd 

George is taking a leading part 
in the movement to make Welsh 
children speak Welsh. And what 
is our condition? We write to each 
other in faulty English, and from 
this even our M.A.s are not free; 
our best thoughts are expressed 
in English; the proceedings of 
our Congress are conducted in 
English; our best newspapers are 
printed in English. If this state 
of things continues for a long 
time, posterity will, it is my firm 
opinion, condemn and curse us. 

It is worth noting that, by 
receiving English education, 
we have enslaved the nation. 
Hypocrisy, tyranny, etc., have 
increased; English-knowing 
Indians have not hesitated to 
cheat and strike terror into the 
people. Now, if we are doing 
anything for the people at all, we 

are paying only a portion of the 
debt due to them. 

Is it not a painful thing that, if I 
want to go to a court of justice, I 
must employ the English language 
as a medium, that when I become 
a barrister, I may not speak my 
mother tongue and that someone 
else should have to translate to 
me from my own language? Is not 
this absolutely absurd? Is it not a 
sign of slavery? Am I to blame the 
English for it or myself? It is we, 
the English-knowing Indians, that 
have enslaved India. The curse of 
the nation will rest not upon the 
English but upon us. 

I have told you that my answer to 
your last question is both yes and 
no. I have explained to you why it 
is yes. I shall now explain why it 
is no. 
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We are so much beset by the 
disease of civilization, that we 
cannot altogether do without 
English-education. Those who 
have already received it may make 
good use of it wherever necessary. 
In our dealings with the English 
people, in our dealings with our 
own people, when we can only 
correspond with them through 
that language, and for the purpose 
of knowing how disgusted they 
(the English) have themselves 
become with their civilization, 
we may use or learn English, as 
the case may be. Those who have 
studied English will have to teach 
morality to their progeny through 
their mother tongue and to teach 
them another Indian language; 
but when they have grown up, they 
may learn English, the ultimate 
aim being that we should not need 

it. The object of making money 
thereby should be eschewed. 
Even in learning English to such 
a limited extent we shall have to 
consider what we should learn 
through it and what we should 
not. It will be necessary to know 
what sciences we should learn. 
A little thought should show you 
that immediately we cease to care 
for English degrees, the rulers will 
prick up their ears.

READER: Then what education 
shall we give ?

EDITOR: This has been somewhat 
considered above, but we will 
consider it a little more. I think 
that we have to improve all our 
languages. What subjects we 
should learn through them need 
not be elaborated here. Those 
English books which are valuable, 

we should translate into the 
various Indian languages. We 
should abandon the pretension of 
learning many sciences. Religious, 
that is ethical, education will 
occupy the first place. Every 
cultured Indian will know in 
addition to his own provincial 
language, if a Hindu, Sanskrit; 
if a Mahomedan, Arabic; if a 
Parsee, Persian; and all, Hindi. 
Some Hindus should know Arabic 
and Persian; some Mahomedans 
and Parsees, Sanskrit. Several 
Northerners and Westerners 
should learn Tamil. A universal 
language for India should be 
Hindi, with the option of writing 
it in Persian or Nagari characters. 
In order that the Hindus and the 
Mahomedans may have closer 
relations, it is necessary to know 
both the characters. And, if we can 

do this, we can drive the English 
language out of the field in a short 
time. All this is necessary for us, 
slaves. Through our slavery the 
nation has been enslaved, and it 
will be free with our freedom.

READER: The question of religious 
education is very difficult.

EDITOR: Yet we cannot do without 
it. India will never be godless. 
Rank atheism cannot flourish 
in this land. The task is indeed 
difficult. My head begins to turn as 
I think of religious education. Our 
religious teachers are hypocritical 
and selfish; they will have to be 
approached. The Mullas, the 
Dasturs and the Brahmins hold 
the key in their hands, but if they 
will not have the good sense, the 
energy that we have derived from 
English education will have to be 
devoted to religious education. 
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Ravindra Sharma
(Excerpt from talk given 
in ‘Seminar on Indian 
Perspectives of Education.’ 
Available on YouTube)

The methodologies of teaching 
and learning were very diverse and 
interesting. There were no time
constraints. No sitting in this or 
that way etc. There was a great 
singer from Adilabad called 
Narayan Rao. He went to Baroda 
to become a chela of Fayaz Khan 
Sahib. He was one of the crowd of 
chelas and stayed near the Guru for 

many months. The Guru, of course, 
was totally oblivious of most of his 
many chelas including Narayan 
Rao. And one day when the Guru 
was singing a new taan, Narayan 
Rao unthinkingly said,
“Wah ustaad.” This was the only 
voice from the crowd of chelas 
sitting in front of the Guru. Khan 
sahib stopped in mid-song and 
imperiously asked, “Who said 
that? Who said wah ustad?” When 
Narayan Rao tentatively put his 

hand up, he was asked who he 
was. Narayan Rao told him he was 
also one of the chelas. “Oh, so you 
are one of my chelas,” said Fayaz 
Khan Sahib, “Why did you say wah 
ustad?” Narayan Rao timidly said 
that he thought that the new thing 
the Guru had done was great. Khan 
Saheb said, “Oh, you understood 
that it was a new thing. You can 
now go back and teach using my 
name.” Narayan Rao’s studies
were officially over.

This is not very difficult. Only 
the fringe of the ocean has been 
polluted and it is those who are 
within the fringe who alone need 
cleansing. We who come under 
this category can even cleanse 
ourselves because my remarks 
do not apply to the millions. 
In order to restore India to its 
pristine condition, we have 
to return to it. In our own 
civilization there will naturally 
be progress, retrogression, 
reforms, and reactions; but one 
effort is required, and that is to 
drive out Western civilization. 
All else will follow.
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Samdhong Rinpoche
(Summary of talk on ‘Education in the Tibetan tradition’ 
available at YouTube under ‘Shiksha dialogues’)

- Objective of shiksha is to dispel 
ignorance and awaken wisdom.
- Learning, teaching, arguments, 
debates, reading etc are all tools 
towards above.
- The Guru word is not used 
and Kalyanmitra is used in the 
Buddhist tradition. It assumes a 
peer relationship and
approachability.

Three types of purush
adam, madhyam and uttam 
purush – need different levels 
of shiksha.

Kalyanmitra’s requirements/ tasks:
1. Dispel fear from the student. 
Remove ‘I cannot do this’ from 
the student.
2. Imparting teaching.
3. Remove difficulties of student.

Students qualifications/ 
requirements:
1. Non-biased mind.
2. Intelligence.
3. Willingness to learn. 
Inquisitiveness.

Kalyanmitra-vidyarthi relationship 

is very important and very secret. 
Based on a common agreement/ 
determination to work towards 
the awakening of wisdom in the 
student. Kalyanmitra wisdom 
cannot be transferred directly 
to the student. No shaktipath 
possible. The metaphor used is
a lit candle lighting an unlit one 
(no transfer of material from lit). 
So the awakened Kalyanmitra 
through dialogue, teaching 
etc. inspires manifestation of 
awakening in student.

Shiksha process. Threefold:
1. Sheel.
2. Samadhi.
3. Pragya.
The above required to various 
degrees from learning the simplest 
tasks to achieving Buddhahood. 
At lowest level we need discipline, 

concentration and knowledge to 
even learn to write the letter ‘ka’.

How to do the process. Three ways:
1. Shrut pragya - hearing and 
reading (knowledge).
2. Chintan pragya - thinking, 
analysis, examination 
(verification).
3. Bhavanamayi pragya - 2 types 
contemplative/ concentration 
(experience).

Four skillful methods adopted by 
the Kalyanmitra:
1. Take care of all needs of student. 
(food, clothes, book, teaching etc.)
2. Skillful conversation.
3. Observe his or her own behavior. 
Live the teaching. Be an example.
4. Wisdom to understand likes/ 
dislikes of student and to tailor the 
teaching accordingly.
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In Aldous Huxley’s words, the 
four doctrines of the perennial 
philosophy, found in all religions if 
you look carefully, are:

1. The phenomenal world of 
matter and of individualized 
consciousness – the world of 
things and animals and men
and even gods – is the 
manifestation of a Divine Ground
within which all partial realities 
have their being and apart from 
which they would be non-existent.

2. Human beings are capable 
not merely of knowing about 
the Divine Ground by inference; 
they can also realize its existence 
by a direct intuition, superior 

to discursive reasoning. This 
immediate knowledge unites the 
knower with that which is known.

3. Man possesses a double nature, 
a phenomenal ego and an eternal 
Self, which is the inner man, the 
spirit, the spark of divinity within 
the soul. It is possible for a man, 
if he so desires, to identify himself 
with the spirit and therefore with
the Divine Ground, which is of the 
same or like nature with the spirit.

4. Man’s life on earth has only 
one end and purpose: To identify 
himself with his eternal Self and 
so to come to unitive knowledge of 
the Divine Ground.

Perennial 
Philosophy

Annexure 2.
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Sample of Self- 
Learning tools

Annexure 3. Study Plan Details
(turn page for example of the plan)

The child can write/draw this plan
after a discussion with the teacher 
about the strategy to prepare 
for the exam. For example, in 
the sample plan here we are 
completing 2 chapters of English 
and Social Science every day but 
only one chapter of Math and 
science.

The subjects are finished one 
by one. Following the tenets of 
Integral education, we will try 
not to mix subjects.

The teacher monitors/reviews how 
the study matches the plan. The 
initial study plan will need to be 
changed/ fine-tuned as the days 
and weeks go by. This is where a 
teacher’s help will be invaluable.
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This is a SAMPLE 4.5 month study plan for the NIOS 10th exam
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The daily time-table

- The child can create a daily
time table with the teacher’s help.
- It would be good to include
exercises for body/mind/energy.
- Study time should ideally not be
more than 4 cycles of 1.5 hours.
- Study time breaks should ideally
be 15 minutes to half hour. 
- This is a sample. The teacher has 
to help figure out the one for 
every child.

Sample 
Mind
Map



63 //

1. The theory and practice of setting up 
Self-Learning spaces.

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: 

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. 
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