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To London, to learn Sanskrit

In the heart of London, a British school has made Sanskrit a compulsory subject for its junior division because it helps

students grasp maths science and other languages betl:er. And the children are fasc:nated

Aditya Ghosh
London

HE MORNING sun fills the
clagsroom, houncing off
the blackboard with its im-

mmuiith.eﬂnnm From time to
time, they address their questions, in
Sanskrit, to the teachen Doubts dis-
from the book in perfect unison.

The classroom could be one of the
last ' lag in the nlleys
of Varanasi. But it s far removed from
the Indian subcontinent — by a few
thotisand milas, in fact. The school is
located (n one of London's exntral aubs
urbs and most of the students, aged he-
tween five and 10, are Cavcaslan,

At St James Independent School at
Earsby Street, near Hensington
Olympla, Sanskrit is a compulisory
gubject. For the school believes that
learning this anclent Indlan language
nﬂimhhalpusmdmtupick‘:gﬂhw
European {aster RTAEp
mmaﬁ%m results in
better all-round cognitive development
aof the child, And their documented re-
search of 12 years has only convinced
them further of the Hmm of

language and head of the Sanskrit
department at St James, has integrat-
ed it in the everyday lives of the
school's B00-odd students.

“And why not?" argues Jessup. “This
is the most perfect and logical lan-
guage in the world, the only one that is
not named after the people who speak
it, Indeed the word Itself means ‘per

“It 1a also the mother of most Indo-
Buropean languages, And in the past
10 years, we've realised that {t helps
students in their overall cognitive de-

" adds Paul Moss, the head-
master of the school,

How's your Vedic maths?

Integrating Banskrit in the syliabus
wasn't easy, though, Available Indian
texthooks were unable to stir the stu-
dents’ interest and Jessup decided to
think differently. The result was a set
of innovative textbooks designed to
tell the rich stories of the Ramayana,
the Mahabharata and Lord Krishna;
not to bog down young minds {n vel-
umes of vocabulary and the intrica-
cleg of grammar

According to Moss, it changed the
wiy both students and their parents
responded to the experiment. Jessup
also developed brochures explaining to
parents why Sanskrit was Imporinam,
putlining ite connections with English
and European languages like Latin
and French,

“After p while parents also realised
that their children were picking up
everything faster,” says Moss.

There are even more benefits,
clatms Moss. “The Devnagirl script
and spoken Sanskrit are two of the
best ways for a child (o overcome stifi-
ness of the fingers and the tongue,” he
explains. “Today's European lan

MINDS: At an outdoor lesson
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gunges do not use many parts of the
tongue and mouth while speaking or
many finger movemeants while writing,
whereas Sanskrit helps immensely to
devalop cerebral dexterity throngh its
phonetics.” Even the schoal inspectors
recently observed that the Desmagirl
soript aided the development of better
motor skills in the students, he says.

Encouraged by the result of their
Sanskrit programme, the school now
tasches Vedie maths — and the resulta
are showing. “The children have bene-
fited greatly as it helps them improve
thelr numeric and mental caleulation
ahills fantastically” savs Moss.

Even more interestingly, students
are often taken outdoors to learn the
language in an ambience reminiscent
of that Rabindranath Tagore tried to
introduce in Santiniketan. For the sec-
ond half of the lesson, the students

sun, they recollect what they learnt in
class and recite the story of Ram's van-
pas and his 14-year journey in the for-
est. Ad they are reminded of the words
they learnt in the classroom and the
new form of grammear they encoin-
tered, British and Indian students

1- -"--'

s . e
I L 1

e

COourses

11—

lt-

BENCHMARK: Students learn their Sanskrit pronunciation at the St James Independent junior school in central London,

alike share in the enthusiasm.
Which, according to Sushrut Jad-
hav, a peychiatrist and teacher, whose
daughter Leala studies in the school, is
a much better way to learn about Hin-
guistics and culture — without the
baggage of religion and caste. "I was
happy to see the way they wore teach-
ing the language from a holistic point
of view, trying to connect the evolution
of different Ianiul;umﬂ linguistic

links across the world," he says,

embarksd on a path that leads her to
various connections between Sanskrit
and English. And she is fascinated: she
can tell you how the English ‘donation’
was actually a derivative of the San-
skrit ‘da’, which means 'to give’. Or
that ‘vahana’ or vehicle was the moth-
er of the English ‘'vehicle'. Or how

*stha’, meaning stationary, morphed
intn ‘stand’ In English.

Leela is not alone; many of S5t
James® sindents show enough interest
in the language to continue with it in
thelr senlor school as well, some even

‘opting to specialise in it at prestigious

universities. “Our students have done
will in Sanskrit departments at Ox-
ford,” Jessup claims proudiy

Arross Europe, at the Jagiellonian

essence a philasopher.

Education at the schools he established B
caters for the intellectial, physical, emo-

tional and spiritual needs of children, .
and the curriculum is wide-ranging,
including sclence, mathematics, lan- K|
guages, music and fine art. And at Its

junior schoal, students must learn -
Sanskrit as a second language for six
years. The school's meals are alsa fully
vegetarian,

Although It draws on some Indian tradi-
tlons, the school s alsa rooted in the
Christian ethos. On Imﬁ.

The late Mahar-
ishi Mahesh Yogl
week) and his technigue of

Transcendental Maditation. He also drew
upon the tu:hlnn! ufﬂm!ﬂmtanmd
Saraswatl
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AMATTER OF FAITHS -1
The St James Independent schools were  +
founded in 1975 by Leon Maclaren, who -
was trained as a barrister but was In 7!
o

y
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5ays "
support the .
Christian tradition

of the [but)

we seek to

and teach the unkfy- y
ing principles com- {
mon to all the great

faiths of the world.”
Maciaren was much
influenced by

Maharishi Mahesh \
Yogl (who passed -
away earfier this

North. As a result, many philesophy

of the School began centering

around Advaita Vedanta. 5
Maclaren also founded the School of =
Economic Science more than half a cen- =

tury ago. The school offers courses In .
philosophy and economics to adults. ¥
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PHILOSOPHICAL CONFLUENCE: s‘mdm n!thnmlnd]m mﬂ mﬂdi.hhlhmmdln mmmmm rmwlnd H-ll.l-The school's meals are nlsanyWn.
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Unimltrntﬂ.mhmmwmﬂh
has the oldest Indology department in
gast Burope, Marzenne Czerniak-
Drodowics, head of the Sanskrit de-
partment, echoes what mast of us feel:
“Indians have failed to their
Sanslrit heritage or come up with in-
novative teaching methods to keep it
alive. This is true of many regional In-
dian languages as well. And 5t James
school helps us realiss how powerful a
tool it can be if taught judiciously”

An e.:vquzsztely reﬁned language

Warwick Jessup hos taught Sonskrit in St
James [ndependent School for the past 20
yeers. Hespoke to HT in a phone inferokei,

Q: Why has the school chosen Sanshrit as a
compuisory subject for its junior division,
instead of European classical innguages
such as Latin or Greek?

A We do offer Latin and Greek in senior
schobol, but Sanskrit in its most ancient
form predutes both these Innguages. It Is
also perhaps closest to the root language
from which descended all Indo-European
langnages, including English and many lan-
guages that are spoken all the way from the
Americas to Iceland to the Bay of Bengal.

In your school's brochure, "Why Sanskrit?'
Mhlltlmihll

Sanskrit |s the culmination of millennia
of endeavour to refine speech and thought
so that the human race can aspire to the

heights of clvilisation and fathom the
depths of philosophical profundity. It is the
pinnacle of achlevement of people of enor-
mots Intellect.

Philologist and Sanskritist Sir William
Jones said in 1788, “The Sanskrit language,
whatever be its antiquity, s of a wonderful
striicture; more perfect than the Greek,
more coplons than the Latin, and more ex-
quisitely refined than either..."”

A line of scholars mnudnml:.r refined the
language. Panini was at the end of this line,
They stepped in and said, ‘We are going to
perfect 1. “ That's the main difference be-
tween Sanskrit and modern languages, and
oven other classical languages,

The school claims that there are many cog-
nitive benefits to learning Sanskrit at a
younyg age. What are they?

Take the alphabet — it is laid oot in & very
systematic fashion, reflecting the five possi-
hile mouth positions. The ancients obviously
studied all the possible positions and laid
out the alphabet accordingly. And these pre-
clse mouth positions accurately provide an

excellent training while children's vernacu-
lar power of speech is developing. Children
love the sound of Sanskrit, and if given at
an early age, assimilate it as part of their
capital for Tife.

Then comes the introduction to Sanskrit
grammar, which orders the construction of
words and senterices more systematically
than perhaps any other. If presented simply
and methodically in an enjoyable manner,
it delights the mind of the young child,
enhancing the child's expression in any
language.

Your stodents are predominantly Caucasian.
How do students from such a different cul-
tural background take to learning Sanskrit?

the different modern languages that they
speak are Intimately related.

ﬁk&ﬁru:ﬂﬂﬁﬂﬁe&mmm ‘gtha’
- ‘to stand’. Fram this root, apart from a
plethora of Sanskrit words, we also derive
the English words stage, stance, stanch,
stanza, stay, constant, obstacle, stall, status,
gtatute, institute, destitute, assist, consist
and subsist, to name but a few?

Of perhaps even greater significance
than all the above benefits is the opportuni-
ty to imbibe deeply the universal ideas
that have been enunciated by great poets of
antiguity.

How hard or easy do students find learning
the language?

Wie have students of varying abilities. Bui
even those with learning disabilities get a
lot out of learning Sanskrit beoause it is
such a perfectly phonetic language, unlike
English. In English; the spelling of words is
not a consistent guide to their pronuncia-
tion, but In Banskrit, once they lsarn the
sounds, they are able to read words easily,
and that gives them a lot of confidence, It is
oneof our most popular subjects at the jun-
{or school level.

swmana mmanan@industantimes.com

PERFECT CHOICE: Dr Jessup Is passionate about Sanskrit.
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