
S
neha Laxman Khedekar spends
most of her time amidst the stars.
And although she has been travel-
ling through space for the past 12

years, she’s never worn a spacesuit. She’s
not an astronaut, yet zips past planets,
clusters of twinkling stars, gas clouds and
shooting meteoroids. Six days a week, this
41-year-old takes her place behind a 
machine running Digistar3. The system—
comprising both hardware and software
elements—includes six high-resolution
RGB projectors. A few nimble clicks on her
Windows-based console, and Khedekar 
activates a bank of eight computers that
have the latest database of the sky loaded
on to them. This high-end integrated 
system, which looks like a mini ‘server
farm’, services the six projectors that paint
the entire heavens on the IMAX-style
screen of the Nehru Planetarium.

One look at the stars that appear 
gradually on the dome-shaped ceiling of
the auditorium is enough to convince any
Mumbaikar that this is probably the only
place in the city where one can get a clear
view of the night sky without any inter-
ference from overhead cables or buildings.

“The sun has set giving way to dark-
ness and there’s drama up there in the sky,”

a deep baritone voice narrates in 5.1 
surround sound.

The next 42 minutes are filled with 
dazzling images of star clusters, explod-
ing supernovas and brilliant quasars. The
beams of the six projectors work in tan-
dem to create a celestial show of light that
punctuate the vast darkness of deep space.
Small stars grow large; hundreds of light
years are fast-forwarded to a few minutes.

“Our shows, like the universe, are 
constantly in a state of flux,” informs
Piyush Pandey, the director of the 
planetarium. “In 1977, our presentations
stated that Jupiter has 16 moons. Today,

astronomers have identified 62 natural
satellites around the gas giant.”

Before taking his present office in 2003,
Pandey—who is an MSc in Physics—also
worked at ARIES Nainital (earlier called
Nainital Observatory) as a scientist; this,
besides his stints at the Jawahar Plane-
tarium, Allahabad, and the Birla Plane-
tarium, Kolkata. His experience holds him
in good stead when scripting newer shows.
Indeed, the institution—that celebrated its
34th Anniversary on March 3—produces
one new inter-stellar movie every year.

“That’s the time it takes to create a film
for the dome; from concept to final show

creation,” says Pandey.
The planetarium outsources its movie

animations to digital artists who create
nebulae, galaxies, and asteroids in Maya
or 3D Studio Max. Their output is then 
rendered in-house by the Nehru Centre 
using special software to convert the video
into the format supported by the Digistar3
digital system.

The end results are presentations that
shock and awe the thousands of viewers
that visit the planetarium every year.

“Our show’s theme varies from time to
time,” Pandey says. “If there is a special
event happening in the short future such
as a solar eclipse, transit of Mercury or
Venus across the disc of the Sun, appear-
ance of a new comet, and so on, we make
a show heralding the event – or else, we
choose themes of popular interest such as
stellar evolution, galactic cannibalism,
wonders of universe et al.”

Back in the auditorium, the crowd is
lapping up the technological extravaganza.
The audience screams when the super-
nova appears realistically close. Parents
are heard consoling their little wards as
an asteroid hurtles almost cataclysmical-
ly, appearing like it might just strike its
awestruck audience.

Almost everyone seems to be hanging
on to their specially-designed spring-
action seats that let the viewer lean back

and watch the concave screen.
“Our shows aim to make astrono-

my as interesting and immersive as 
possible,” Pandey says. “Here, you 
become part of the space, travel

through jungles of stars, see plan-
ets from close quarters, and

move across the universe 
riding on the tail of a

comet.”
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F
or most people, Twitter
basically involves 
finding out what is on

their friend’s minds in a
succinct 140 characters; no
frills, no fuss. However,
there is so much more to the
service than just writing
and reading Tweets. Use the
right applications, and you
will find yourself leveraging
more out of the micro-blog.
Here then is our list of
applications that every
tweeter needs to try out…

http://paper.li/
Paper.li provides a fun way
to browse all the web links
posted on your Twitter
stream over the past 24
hours. It creates an online
“newspaper”, based on the
links recommended by you
(the designated editor-in-
chief) and the people you 
follow. You can generate the
newspaper based on links
recommended by specific 
people, or links recommended
by people with specific hash

tags. Much easier on the eye
than shortened URLs with
text descriptions.

http://twittercal.com/
Twittercal is the perfect 
tool for tweeters with
packed schedules. While
there are a whole host of
apps to help you manage
your time, opening them
and making the requisite
entries can be quite a pain.
TwitterCal makes the entire
process a doddle if you are
using Google Calendar. All
you need to do is sign up
and then tweet meeting 
details to ‘gcal’ to get the 
information uploaded to
your calendar. It’s that simple.

http://proxlet.com/
At times, handling the
tweets of all those that you
follow can be quite a chore,
especially when some of
them tend to go on and on
about subjects you don’t
care about. Using Proxlet,
you can now temporarily
put these folk off your radar
without having to un-follow
them. All you need to do is
specify the length of time
for which you do not want 
to hear from the specific 
follower. You can also use
Proxlet to block apps and
hash tags if you wish,
but we like the temporary 
suspension of idle 
chatterers best.

http://useqwitter.com/
One of the problems with

followers is that its never
easy to pinpoint when one 
of them has decided to stop
reading you tweets. And this
is where the appropriately
named Qwitter steps in.
Enter your Twitter name
and e-mail ID and you will
receive a mail every day 
notifying you about the 
people who stopped 
following you. And, in case,
the facts get depressing,
the site even has Qwitter
Therapy section to pep up
your spirits with some
quotes.

http://www.twilert.com/
Want to track a particular
brand, term, or heck, even
your own name on the 
microblog? Try Twilert. The
service scans the Twitter
universe and sends you an
email with a list of tweets in
which the particular term is
mentioned. You can even
specify the time when you
want to receive the e-mail.
Very handy, not just for
those who want to find out
how popular they are, but
also for social marketers.

http://twittergrader.com/
Want to find out where you
stand in the massive Twitter
world? Well, just head to
this site, enter your user-
name and click on “grade”
to get your ratings out of
100. The score is based on
updates, the number and
kinds of followers you have,
the follower/following ratio,
and so on – quite a nifty 
report card feature for all
your efforts on Twitter.

Flipboard
Flipboard does many things,
but what we like most is the
way in which it handles our
Twitter account. Flipboard
converts your tweets and
those made by your followers
into one massive magazine,
which you can flick
through; topped off with 
images and excerpts from
links they shared on Twitter.

A colossal pity that it is
available only on the iPad –
it is so brilliant that for
some social network freaks,
it remains one of the best
reasons to buy Apple’s
tablet! Get it from Apple
iTunes App Store.

More Than Just 
Tweet Nothings

Class
Twitter is not just about posting and reading
Tweets. We take a look at six services that let 
you get that little extra out of the microblog… 

From real-time classes in music to interactive lectures in math,
personalised online education has come of age

Kavita Kukday-Deb

tanpura strains melodiously in the
background as six classical vocal-
ists tap their fingers in unison.
Interestingly, the tapping is not to
keep time to the raga. It is to mute
and unmute the singers’ mics. The

guru sings her piece, and the students tap
their mics ‘on’ yet again to join the chorus.

This is a typical practice session at the
Shankar Mahadevan Academy, an online
music school where the shishyas sit in the
US, while the guru conducts her class from
thousands of miles away in Bangalore.

“It’s incredible to be able to learn 
Indian classical music, sitting in New York
from a learned guru,” says Sriram Shiv-
aramakrishna, a student at the academy.

Launched by singer-composer Shankar
Mahadevan, the music school offers 
online courses in Hindustani classical and
Carnatic music.

“It’s the perfect marriage of technology
and culture for me,” says Mahadevan who
teamed up with a college friend Sridhar
Ranganathan to start the venture.

The school offers a certificate course
where students not only learn music, but
also take lessons in its theory, history
and traditions.

“Finding a guru trained in Indian 
classical music has always been a problem
for Indians abroad,” says Mahadevan. “Our
idea was to use the internet to eliminate
distance from the equation.”

Bits, Bytes & Raga Bhairavi
The technology that facilitates the school
is simple. The teacher sits in an acousti-
cally-designed, soundproof pod, which is
equipped with music instruments, a mic
and a web camera.

The virtual classroom is Gurukul-style
with one teacher and five to six students
who log on to web-conferencing software
from WebEx, one of the leaders in video-
conferencing technology.

The students, at the other end, similarly
need a good internet connection, a mic and
web camera to attend the classes.

“The idea for the school germinated in
late June last year,” Ranganathan says.
“The pre-pilot project—with 15 adults and
10 kids—was a bit awkward because both
students and the guru weren’t used to the
system…”

“But once the classes began in earnest,
it was only a matter of time before every-
one got used to the microphone and the
software,” Mahadevan adds. “In fact, the
students even meet outside class hours on
the online forum to jam just like they would
in an offline music school.”

The Shankar Mahadevan Academy 
isn’t the first to use technology to teach
music online. US-based Kevin Callahan
(www.kevincallahan.org) teaches guitar
using a web cam and a mic. “Back when
the World Wide Web started taking off in
1995, I thought it would be cool to be able
to give lessons over the internet to 
students from anywhere in the world,”
Callahan says. “Right now, the technology
is of high-quality, affordable and supports
conferencing, letting you include multiple
people in a single video chat conference.”

Callahan currently uses the iChat AV
software for the Mac OS X Tiger to give

his online guitar lessons.
Similarly, India-based Radhika Krish-

na teaches Carnatic music—using the com-
bination of audio and video—to 
students abroad (www.carnaticindia.com/
learn_music.html).

“Universities such as Juilliard and
Berkley College of Music, provide similar
courses, but there is no Indian music school
which offers a long-distance opportunity
to students,” Mahadevan says.

His 12-week course—currently, only
for students in the US—also employs the

use of YouTube videos featuring 
music experts. Besides, students are

given the option to record their
practice sessions and send it to
their gurus for review.

Ranganathan, however, hopes
to start courses for Indian students
soon. “The biggest hurdle in open-
ing the academy to people in the
country is the poor internet infra-

structure and lack of web penetration,” he
says. “We are, however, exploring differ-
ent avenues to overcome these problems.”

How it all added up…
Music is not the only instance of web-
based classes. Indianapolis-based Indian
Math Online (www.indianmathonline.
com) is one such pioneering effort that
began five years ago. Started jointly by
Suresh Murthy and Bob Compton, the

site uses videoconferencing technology
to teach Indian math to American kids.

Since then, IMO has also gained 
traction in other countries such as the
UK and Canada.

“It’s not just the expats who sign up
for our classes, we also see a lot of locals
who want to learn from Indian tutors,”
Murthy says.

IMO offers lessons for children from
grade one through 12, where they teach
the subject through animation, graphics,
music and lectures.

Although the courses are currently
limited to students from the US, Canada
and the UK, future plans include an 
expansion into other regions.

“We also have plans to launch week-
end virtual classroom sessions,” says
Murthy. “Here the teacher will be based
out of India and will use video confer-
encing software to teach. We plan to start
with small batches of eight to 10 students
for these sessions initially,” he adds.

IMO started small when the founding
duo hired a team of math teachers and
software developers in India to build the

site and its curriculum. In the beginning,
they intended the site simply for their
daughters.

“Sort of like a remote version of the
private math tuition classes, like those
popular in India,” says Murthy, “But soon,
friends started asking if they could use
it and word gradually spread.”

Till date, IMO has had more than 20,000 
students who have used its system 
successfully.

And then, there is YouTube teacher

Salman Khan, who uses a computer and
pen-tablet-mouse to teach mathematics,
history, finance, physics, chemistry,
biology, astronomy and economics. With
more than 2,100 videos that have received
4,848,931 views so far, Khan is probably
the most popular teacher on the web.

In the beginning, Khan uploaded
videos to remotely tutor his cousins.

“It didn’t take long to see that other
students were hungry for videos like these
so I kept going,” he writes on his web site.

The videos are 10-20 minute “digestible
chunks” of information in Khan’s 
baritone.

Born and raised in New Orleans, he
dreams of making his NGO, Khan 
Academy, the world’s first free, world-
class virtual school where 
anyone can learn anything 
– for free. The Academy 
has received donations 
from The Gates Foundation 
and won Google’s Project
10 to the 100 of ideas 
to change the 
world.
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The Nehru Centre celebrated its 34th Anniversary on March 3.
Mahafreed Irani visits the Worli-based planetarium to keep her date
with the cosmos only to come back star-struck

Of Stellar Performances

A

Before you enter the auditorium at the Nehru
Centre, you are greeted by what looks like an alien
space pod in an insect-like menacing stance. Only,
it isn’t. The weird contraption is actually a German-
made Carl Zeiss opto-mechanical projector that
was used by the planetarium till 2003 before the
Digistar3 system replaced it. The projector’s visuals
came on 35mm slides that were shown either as
stills, moved across the dome using reflecting
mirrors or rotated using slide rotators. Today, it
occupies a place of pride, not least because it
always makes for a great conversation piece.
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