LIFE MEETS THE LENS:
BIODIVERSITY EXPLORATION & ITS
DOCUMENTATION BY RURAL
CHILDREN IN THE HIMALAYAN
TOWN OF PALAMPUR

A NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC SOCIETY
SPONSORED PROJECT

This year-long project was an attempt to educate the
students of rural Palampur to explore the natural
world and witness its remarkable biodiversity.

WHAT IS IT
ALL ABOUT

The idea was to assist students to become aware of
the thousands of life forms that exist in our village,
through exploration walks, observations,
documentation of existing flora and fauna, and
specimen collection.

This initiative sensitized students towards the beauty
and importance of other life forms and make them
realized how urgent it is for human communities to
alter their lifestyles and actions in order to save
hundreds of species from getting lost forever.

WHO WAS
INVOLVED
20 students from two schools of
Palampur, Himachal Pradesh
were involved in this project (13
to 15 years old).
Kandbari Sr. Secondary School,
Palampur and
St. Paul's Senior Secondary
School, Palampur

More than 200 students from
these schools had shown their
interest to be part of this project.

These 20 students were
selected through an expression
of interest and a short essaybased test.

SPECIMEN COLLECTION

EXPERTS VISIT

NATURE JOURNALING

What We did
SUNDAY FIELD VISITS

RESIDENTIAL CAMPS

PHOTO DOCUMENTATION

4 DAYS RESIDENTIAL
CAMP: 30TH JULY'19 TO
2ND AUGUST'19.
This included discussions around the
natural world and biodiversity.
To give a glimpse of local biodiveristy
students were introduced to the nature
museum and told behaviors,
evolutionary relationships, the
interrelationship of different life forms.
Point and shoot cameras were given to
them, which most of them have never
used before and they were thrilled by
this experience. The cameras
remained with them for the whole year.
Children were taught how to
effectively use their journals in a
scientific manner through a
detailed process.
They have also been given eye
loupe lenses to enable them to see
a magnified view of the natural
world.
This residential camp included an
introduction to:
NATURE MUSEUM
DIGITAL CAMERA
NATURE JOURNALING

NATURE MUSEUM
Students witnessed the rich biodiversity of
the village through our own nature
museum, which includes different species
of insects, egg cases, snail shells, birds’

"We have never seen
such diverse types of

nests, bees and wasp’s nests, skulls and

bird nests before. We

bones, and so many other specimens

really enjoyed

collected over the decade.

observing them in the
museum".

This gave every student a chance to see the
specimens more closely. The experience
itself was very new to them as they have
never seen the rich diversity ever before.

Pallavi and Payal 9th Grade

CAMERA
The digital camera was a very

Students were able to record their

important tool for this project.

observations in the form of
photographs and videos. This also
helped to document the
biodiversity from different locations
of our village at the same time.
These photographs will remain as
permanent proof of the biodiversity
for the next generations.
We were able to documents around
1600 observations and 800 species
of animals, plants, and mushrooms
so far. All of this was possible only
with the help of digital cameras.

The camera
cannot
capture what
going inside
the mind of
explorers
when they
were in the
field.

NATURE JOURNALING
Each Student maintained a
nature journal for the whole
year to record observations,
thoughts, experiences, and
any questions that come to
mind.
They were taught how to make
scientific diagrams of wildlife,
maps of the fields. This helped
them to recognize different
types of plants and animals
and they understood where
they live.

2 DAYS CAMP: 2ND JAUARY'20
TO 3RD JAUARY'20.
Illustrations and story writing
is a wonderful way to express

“During one of the Sunday field
visits, I saw quills of the

thoughts. During this whole

porcupine for the first time and I

year many questions, stories,

was thrilled. But suddenly I

imaginations might have

thought if there are porcupines,

come to the mind of students.

then there are chances of the
leopard also. This was my

The main aim of this 2 days
camp was to extract out all
these stories from their mind.

favorite day of the whole year."
Vrish Bhanu 9th Grade

SUNDAY
MEETINGS

We met these students every

This also provided us the

Sunday for one year and

opportunity to

understood their observations and

understand the

tried to answer their quires.

progress of our project.

These meetings included:
DOCUMENTATION AND DISCUSSIONS OF THE NATURAL WORLD
HERBARIUM BUILDING
PUBLIC SPEAKING

DOCUMENTATION AND
DISCUSSIONS

Every Sunday we picked up different
topics around the natural world for
discussion and exploration.
We discussed the behavior,
importance, and distribution of ants,
butterflies, wildflowers, mushrooms,
birds, and other things in our natural

A small bird with a yellow head and

world. We also discussed the impact of

creamy color feathers appear every

our species on these amazing life

year till the month of September when

forms.

a local festival called Sair, is celebrated
and then it migrates to some other

Besides scientific discussion and

place. Sair festival marks the end of

sharing the stories of other life forms,

monsoons and the onset of harsh

we tried to understand what these kids
think about our natural world.

winter.
We got to know this information from
these children.

HERBARIUM
Preserving plant specimens for scientific purposes is a well-known
process.
This is a very easy yet important technique that not only preserves
information about biodiversity but also tells us about the change in the
natural world.
Students learned this process for the first time.
We preserved the wild plants that flowers in winters and are important for
small insects that survive during this time of the year.

PUBLIC SPEAKING
At the end of the year, these children will showcase
their work to the local school, college, university, and
the people of the village.
For this, they were taught how to speak in front of dozens of
people without fear. For almost all of them, this was a new
thing to learn. In this way, these children can inspire other
young school children through this work.

EXPLORATION WITH THE EXPERTS

The natural world is full of amazing life
forms and there are amazingly good
people who are spending their time to
understand it.
We invited a few of the experts who
shared their work with these children. In
this way, not only did these children come
to know about new things about nature
but also came to know about new types of
careers which they can pursue later.

SHREY GUPTA:
He is a microbiologist and studies mushrooms.

We got to learn about our local wild mushroom biodiversity. We along
with other kids from the village went to a monsoon mushroom hunt.

With Cutters and
collection baskets we
explored the pine forest,
which is known for the
suitable platform for the
growth of wild
mushrooms. We found
coral fungi, puffballs, and
surprisingly truffle.

Later on, we segregated the
collected mushrooms on the
basis of their body structure
and discussed how to identify
edible and non-edible
mushrooms. The information
we all get through this
interaction was very valuable
for all of us.

SABU SINGH:

Wildlife Filmmaker and Bird
enthusiast:

Birds control the
population of small
invertebrates, reptiles,
and small mammals in the
natural world.
Along with this, the life of
the birds themselves is
also very wonderful and
interesting.

Sabu Singh has documented
many local birds in the form
of short films and
documentaries. He shared
his films with the students.
We learned the nesting,
mating, and defensive
behavior of many local birds
like paradise flycatcher,
barn swallows, yellow-billed
blue magpie, and many
other. Students asked
amazing
questions and also share
their own observations with
him.

ANJALI SOHAL:
Visual storyteller and illustrator

We tried to understand the basics of visual
storytelling and botanical illustration to express the
work we have done so far.
We made sketches of mushrooms, wildflowers, pine
cones, and many other things along with the funny
faces of each other.
The exercise was interesting and it gave students a
new way of expressing their thoughts in an artistic
way.

ABHINAV DHIMAN:
Writer and poet

Students had a
lot of fun with
Abhinav
because he
writes very good
poems and also
because he is a
resident of
Palampur.

Students tried to narrate their
experiences of one year through poems.
Some students used humor in their
poems, while some tried to express
themselves with the help of very deep
words. Students got to learn a lot from
Abhinav and hope that they will
continue to try to express their feelings
through poetry.

ANJALI AGGARWAL:
Storyteller and Writer

We had amazing stories and
experiences throughout the
year and writing them in a
creative way was great
learning from Anjali.
Writing stories was new for
most of the students as the
traditional education system
does not allow these kinds of
opportunities. We learned how
to add characters in the stories,
add humor through these
interactions.

"Through these
sessions, I learned
how to keep my
thoughts about
the natural world
in a book".
Vansh 9th Grade

OUTCOME

DOCUMENTATION OF FLORA AND FAUNA

WE WERE ABLE TO RECORD AROUND
1600 OBSERVATIONS AND 800
DIFFERENT SPECIES OF WILDLIFE AROUND OUR
VILLAGE WHICH INCLUDED PLANTS, ANIMALS, AND
FUNGI.

PHOTO
DOCUMENTATION
50
OF FLORA AND FAUNA

SPECIMEN COLLECTION FOR MUSEUM

DURING THIS PROJECT, WE ALSO LEARNED
TO COLLECT DEAD SPECIMENS FROM THE
FIELD AND OBSERVE THEM.

We collected different types of birds, bees and
wasp nests, dead insects, skulls, seeds, snail
shells, and lots of other things from our
surroundings. We also discussed them in detail.
You can see a few of the collections on the next
page.

SPECIMEN
COLLECTION

"We used to kill insects or

If I get a chance to participate

take them to our home.

in any such project again, I will

But now we do not kill

definitely do it and would like

them. Instead of that, we

to know more about trees, how

click photographs and stop

they grow small and big, why

others if they are killing

there is so much variation in

insects."

the size of their leaves.

Payal and Anshul 9th Grade

Priya 9th Grade

"I become curious to

"The project gave me the

know more about the

confidence to share my

birds and mushrooms

thoughts on social media with

after this year-long

the larger audience towards

engagement."

saving mother nature."

Shivam 9th Grade

Vansh 9th Grade

HOW THIS
YEARLONG PROJECT
IMPACTED
THESE STUDENTS
PERSONALLY
TOWARDS THE
NATURAL WORLD?

We would like to take this opportunity to
thank our volunteers Disha, Irina, and Prateek
for helping us during the residential camps.
Fatema from Udaan learning center helped us
providing the residential space to conduct our
residential camps.

Special thanks to former team member
Apoorva Bhatia, without whom this work
would not have been possible.

If they could speak,
they would speak
of things that they saw
and no one could
when the first dew drops hit
the blades of grass
and the mushrooms softened a bit
under the moonlight.

And the dry rocks succumbed
to the moisture too
the sky which was burning
in bright red blaze
had simmered down
to a deep dark blue.

Tired birds came home
from their daily race
and thanked, for their shelter
was still there
the cicadas played an eerie tone
and just like that
the silence was gone.

Oh who sees the beetles roll
a giant ball uphill
the sprouting spores
in the forest dense
you can see them all
when "life meets the lens"

Abhinav Dhiman

