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‘We make science fun to learn’

IX small magrets, an old slipper and a
S penal. That s all it takes te make a toy

that explaing magnetic levitation, the
principle on which Maglev trasms run. This was
alser the toy that set @ young girl on her path to
recagrizion, that came in the formt of & minor
planet beirg named after hev. She had played
with tis toy, mrade from serap, (ke nany others
al the Muktanagan Vigvan Shodhik (MVS), the
Children’s Scigmce Centre at Pune s Inter- Ui
versity Centre for Astronamy and Astroplnesics
(UCAA). Arvind Gupta, who heads the
Childrens Science Centre, has a self-imposed
nnigsient i 1ife: give a happy cdiildhood 1o chil-
dren to fave a peaceful society,

The MVS office is crammed with toys
like a water sprinkler made using siraw, an
electric motar made using a 1,5-volt bat-
tery, a pump to inflate balloons and 1oys
made using old newspapers, pins, nails,
empty water botthes, cycle tubes, CDs and
other scrap. It is a treasure trove for a child
o know how things work,

Mr Gupta graduated from OT-Kanpur,
with adegree inelectrical engineering, and
had a short stint at Telco (now Tata Motors)
in Pune. He then decided 10 work and
make scdence fun for school children.
“Children develop a distaste for science
due w the sophisticated instruments in
schoollaboratories,” he said,

These woys make children feel that scien-
ce can be easy 1o learn. He shows some geo-
metrical shapes that have been made using
matchsticks and valve tubes from a bicyde,
This model easily explains that a triangle is
the most rigid geometrical shape. This ease
of teaching is perhaps the reason Mr Gupta
became a popular personality fora genera-
tiom of children who watched his science
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programimeson national television.

Tor take science weaching aids to every
child in the world, the four-member MVS
photographs the woy-making process using
a simple household camera and uploads
the olip on the web in several languages.
Diagrams and text are also used 1w explain
the making of the 1oy, Mr Gupia trusts the
professionals in the system and the power
of the digital workd to popularise the beau-
ty and simplicity of scence,

Digitisation and knowledge-sharing are
the core principles of his work. A CD priced
at Rs 12, containing 1,000 books, 5.000
phaotos and 150 one-minute films, is dis-
tributed to thousands of schools and teach-
ers, With the government encouraging the
use of computers in all schools, Mr Gupta
is hopeful that the CDs will reach chil-
dren in the remote parts of the country,
He has translated 70 scientific books in the
last 30 years and put more than 2,000
books on his website.

For those who do not have access to
compuiers, MrGupta has brought out low-

priced books on science for children, He
has written more than a doeen books on
low-cost science activities and toy-making.
One of his books, Matchstick Madels and Ol:-
er Experinents, published in 1987, hasbeen
translated in 13 Indian languages and has
sold over halfa million copies.

Mr Gupia has broadened the scope of his
educational work beyond making innowva-
tive weaching aids and writing books for
children. He has colleaed classic books on
education and children’s literature from
across the world. Most of these books are
about the experiments done inevery nook

and corner of the world 10 make learning |

and schooling a happy experience. “Wa
needavariety (of schools),” hesays,

“[nour country, we have the second-lar-
gest pool of scentists, but there is not
much original research 10 our credit. We
need 1o have creative people for original
research, And only those who have a
happy childhood can becomes individuals
who have their own minds and who can
think creatively,” he said.

Totto-Chan: The Little Girl at the Window is
a Japanese book, that he brought to India
and its Marathi translation s available for
amodest price. “The irony is that one
will not ge1 these low-priced books in any
of the shops in Pune, considered a centre
of education, because the bookseller's
margins are very low on such low-priced
books. The situation in the smaller townsis
farworse,” hesaid,

According 1o him, more than 70% ol the
research in the world focuses on defence
equipment, "If we want to have a peaceful
society, thenwe have togive a happy child-
hesod o our children.”
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