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Ngawang Choden Bhutia, a graduating senior, has been at Taktse since 2008. 
Although her mother tongue is not English, she became the country topper for 
all of India in the Cambridge AS level English literature exams in 2017. She 
recently won the prestigious Wien International Scholarship at Brandeis 
University in Waltham, MA.

The Power of Speech
by Ngawang Choden Bhutia
It is not odd to have cancer, nor odd to beat it. What is 
odd to me is that something so life threatening could be 
so nurturing.
Although a respected Buddhist monk named me 
“Ngawang,” which means “the power of speech” in 
Tibetan, I didn’t embody my name. My words held power only on paper. On the lips, truth 
quivered. To pair with my unusual name came my unusual school — Taktse International. 

In a score-oriented country like India, Taktse was an odd puzzle piece indifferent about fitting in. As students, 
we were asked to be better leaders than test takers, and to be vigilant critical thinkers.
To the people of India, I was a Sikkimese born with foreign looks and an exotic language – Nepali. To the 
Sikkimese, I was a Taktse student – a daring misfit debating teachers, and indulging in taboo conversations. 
Sure, unique identity and education were rewarding, but I felt detached. 
Beyond the confines of Sikkim, I was merely a quiet student with an unfitting 
name, a Lego piece crafted for an ambiguous purpose.
However, as I was about to apply to college (taking my next leap of faith!),  
I was diagnosed with lymphoma. Choosing to fight this disease with raw 
Himalayan spirit, my parents and I decided to move to Mumbai for my 
treatment. On my way to this immense Indian city, so different from tiny 
Sikkim, and full of anxiety about chemotherapy, I feared I would have to 
tolerate gawking stares and answer, “I am not Chinese,” to strangers.
Surprisingly to me, my entry to the Tata Medical Center (where I got treated) 
was ordinary. My foreign looks didn’t alter anyone’s behavior; employees 
were consumed by their duties and patients by their own treatments. We 
were all unified in pain but strengthened by the will to survive. For the first 
time, I felt inconspicuous within my environment.
During my six month stay in Mumbai receiving medical treatment, I often saw 
people plastered by bandages and stitches, resting on the roads and bridges outside the hospital. Inside the 
hospital wasn’t any less heart aching or horrific; infants would be carrying heavy drips on their palms, a female 
with a bandaged eye, an old man with a feeding tube up his nose.
My dad and I would seek out people who looked like us Northeasterners. Whenever we were successful in 
doing so, we’d converse with them, asking about their origins, their respective diseases, where they were 
residing in Mumbai, and for how long. After every conversation, my dad would add a new contact – or rather, a 
new companion – in his cell phone.         (continued on page 2)
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Thank you Mr. Namgyal, and to all 
who contributed to this newsletter!

Excerpt from Ngawang’s 
letter of acceptance from 
Brandeis University:
“I am very pleased to inform 
you that  you have been 
selected as a Wien Inter-
national Scholar. You were 
selected for this program from 
an extraordinarily competitive 
pool of applicants from across 
the globe and you should be 
extremely proud of this 
tremendous achievement.”

http://www.taktse.org
http://www.marioninstitute.org/serendipity/taktse-international-school
http://www.marioninstitute.org/serendipity/taktse-international-school
http://www.taktse.org
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(continued from page 1) 

Amidst all the agony and frustration that we felt in our hearts, these interactions would remind us that there is a 
world beyond us – a world with pain, diseases, and poverty, of course, but also a world where these struggles 
were shared.
Between treatments, I attempted to learn about myself.  I read about my Mongolian ancestors and Sikkim’s 
history. I listened to my Dad reminisce about his father leaving to fight in a war between Sikkim’s rival groups: 
the monarchists and the democrats. I also peeked at the world from behind my books, sketching my 
surroundings and sharing food with homeless patients. And in these moments I felt alive. I was more than just 
a reader of books when I talked to people; I became a character in a narrative, practicing simple human acts 
such as compassion and empathy.
I had no time for self-pity. I knew why I was fighting for survival: I wanted to be a human among other humans. 
I wanted to be vulnerable, flawed and, most importantly, part of a community.
One day as my treatment was coming to an end, my mom and I decided to seek out some of the people we’d 
previously seen living in the streets near the Medical Center, to share our food with them and listen to their 
stories. It turns out they had no place to reside after finishing their chemo rounds, so they had to stay outside, 
waiting for the hospital to provide them with some food on lucky days. They happily consumed the snacks we 
gave them, and some even shared them with other strangers. I remember returning to the apartment that day 
feeling like there is a world beyond me, feeling like there are struggles beyond mine, and simply feeling 
human. For that moment, my heart felt more like a heart, not being consumed by medicine or tests, but a heart 
that belonged to a human.
This is when I realized how important human 
engagement is, especially for our generation 
that often seems so alienated by technology.  
I realized that my life is not a single thread, 
but a part of an interwoven society among 
many other lives.
After my victory over lymphoma, I returned to 
Sikkim disease-free. I continued my school 
studies just as if time had never stopped, but 
now my approach changed. Instead of 
focusing solely on academic projects, I 
connected with other students at my school.  
I wasn’t the only odd-shaped Lego piece. In 
fact, I realized that we were all so keen to fit  
in that we didn’t realize the possibility of 
inventing an entire new puzzle!
Inspired by this thought, I organized a group of like-minded students and formed “Project: Purpose” with the 
motto, “There is a world beyond you.”  Through Project: Purpose, we held fundraisers to assist impoverished 
patients in Sikkim who could not pay their medical bills.

As I write this essay, I realize that my cancer was like a catapult: 
initially it pulled me back, so I could then leap forward. This is how I 
now view obstacles.
My experience in Mumbai has helped me explore who I am: an 
insightful global citizen with a diverse cultural identity and an 
international education. Thus, I yearn to engage more people but I am 
aware that mere passion isn’t enough; it needs to be fueled with 
knowledge gained from a good education.
I am Ngawang – the power of speech – but only education can 
empower me beyond my name.Ngawang (left) & Project: Purpose participant



 

- 3 -

My star student: Ngawang Choden Bhutia
by Mr. Phuntsog Namgyal Bhutia
Dean of Students, Upper School
Taktse International School
Ngawang Choden Bhutia, a graduating senior who has been a Taktse student since 2008, 
has been selected as a finalist for the prestigious Wien International Scholarship at Brandeis 
University in Waltham, MA.

Ngawang is one of the most delightful and fully rounded students I have ever taught, and I cannot say enough 
about her as a leader and learner. She took my courses in Business Studies for two academic sessions, so I 
had ample opportunity to watch her grow, and grow she did. She certainly positioned herself for success in 
Business Studies, scoring an A+ on her final exam.
Coming from a Himalayan community where our mother tongue is 
not English, Ngawang has overcome all barriers to become the 
country topper in the Cambridge AS level English literature exams. 
Even after becoming the country topper she continues to believe in 
pushing higher and harder. 
Concerned about how alienated Sikkimese youth have become 
due to technology and mental health issues, she founded a group 
called Project: Purpose to revive communal spirit, compassion and 
productivity among youthful participants. Her first fundraiser was 
an innovative, three-day winter camp featuring workshops and 
activities to develop two skills: the ability to articulate ideas and 
emotions, and strategically create art. Ngawang raised 50,000 
rupees in registration receipts from these workshops. She used 
these funds to help pay for the dialysis treatments of impoverished 
patients in the local government hospital, and provide resources for 
the cancer department and other related departments. 
Ngawang also regularly organizes cleanup of common areas to 
encourage young people to be conscious of the environment. She 
is extraordinary in so many ways that it’s hard to describe them all. 
But if I had to sum her up in one sentence, it would be this: 
Ngawang is one of the wisest, most fully-realized students I’ve ever 
taught, someone who will immeasurably enrich any community she 
joins.
I am grateful to all of Taktse’s supporters for helping to provide 
excellent educational opportunities to exceptional Himalayan students such as Ngawang Choden Bhutia. 

A Day in the 
Life of a 
Kindergartner  
by S.T. Wangdi, 
Taktse parent
To find out why 
kindergartners 
love to go to 
school at Taktse, 
watch this video.
Click HERE.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QPQfWR0d1r0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QPQfWR0d1r0


 

Graduation Celebration
Class of 2019
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Taktse Student 
Selected for 
Global Young 
Leadership 
Conference
Yuden Zongtenpa, 
currently studying in 
Grade 12, has been 
selected to attend 

the Global Young Leaders Conference 
(GYLC) 2019 to be held in Washington DC, 
and New York City.
GYLC provides high achieving students with 
leadership experience on a global scale. Its 
purpose is to recognize a select international 
group of exceptional high school students for 
their scholastic merit and demonstrated 
leadership ability. For more information on 
GYLC, click HERE.

My dear friends at Taktse International School,
It was eight years ago in 2011 that I first met with Mr. Pintso Lauenstein Denjongpa, principal 
of Taktse International School. I was impressed by his vision and enthusiasm to provide 
great progressive education to children in this beautiful region of Sikkim.  Soon after that I 
decided to get involved with the capital campaign for the school. I also decided to support 
Taktse students to participate in a summer program at an international school in Japan, since 
I thought I could play a small role of opening a window to the world and expanding students’ 
perspectives.

However, over the past several years I did not have a chance to fly from the United States (where I live) to 
India and visit the school. I always wanted to listen and talk to the teachers and students at the school.
This April I was finally able to visit 
Taktse. It was a mesmerizing 
experience. Mr. Sonam Denjongpa, Mr. 
Namgyal Bhutia and everybody greeted 
me so kindly, showed me around the 
school facility, and explained many 
things about the school. Students 
performed wonderful modern and 
traditional dances for me. I had many 
intellectually stimulating conversations 
with teachers and students.
I felt the bright future of the school!
Thank you very much for all your 
hospitality. I hope to come back to 
Sikkim and see you again soon.
Best regards,
Takashi Oyagi
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Inter-School Collaboration
Ms. Tithiparna Sengupta, IGCSE, AS & 
A Level chemistry teacher from Garden 
High International School, Kolkata 
visited Taktse from 6th - 17th of May. 
She helped us conduct practical and 
theoretical chemistry lessons focusing 
on specific skills and assessment 

objectives prescribed by Cambridge for high school 
students. She introduced innovative techniques and ideas 
to make our chemistry course more engaging and helpful 
for our students. Collaborating with a faculty member 
from another Cambridge school in India has been very 
productive.

https://www.envisionexperience.com/explore-our-programs/global-young-leaders-conference?utm_medium=DM&utm_source=DM&utm_term=GLC1196&utm_content=STU&utm_campaign=GLC1196_DM_STU&purpose=GC&show_form=true&fbclid=IwAR0EvJHEV6bkG8oXUiHDYaqRSjqNNoIG9x-AsXL00Z3QtdjWI9GTZQqWBtk
https://www.envisionexperience.com/explore-our-programs/global-young-leaders-conference?utm_medium=DM&utm_source=DM&utm_term=GLC1196&utm_content=STU&utm_campaign=GLC1196_DM_STU&purpose=GC&show_form=true&fbclid=IwAR0EvJHEV6bkG8oXUiHDYaqRSjqNNoIG9x-AsXL00Z3QtdjWI9GTZQqWBtk
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Chimme Dadul and Karma Pema attended a 
writer’s workshop at Waring School in Beverly, 
MA in January. The leader of the workshop, 
Ms. Gallaudet Howard, visited Taktse to work 
with the 9th and 10th graders in May.

Writer’s Workshop at Waring School
by Chimme Dadul
In the writer’s workshop at Waring School, we 
were divided into groups led by professional 
writers. These mentors taught us how to write 
poetry. January, my mentor, gave us different 
topics on which to write poems. We also 
learned how to write different kinds of poems 
such as mirror poems and object poems.
All of us had a responsibility to write. We wrote and wrote until the end of the workshop. I’m not such a great 
writer and definitely not a poet, but this workshop made me realize that it is something I would love to do!
The workshop opened a whole new perspective to me. It also made me open up as we recited our poems to 
everyone at the end of the day.

 

“One thing that stood out to me was that 
people greeted each other even though they 
had never met before. It gave me a warm 
and welcoming feeling, especially being so 
far away from home.”

Musings of a Teenage Boy
by Karma Pema
I was silly to believe in ghosts and friends
But I really believe in god and few friends.
I want to be bitten by a radioactive spider to be Spider Man
But if I take football as a career I might be a famous man.
Jobs will help me support my family
But a terrific luck will get me a lot of money.
As a person I say be kind, live and be prosperous
And as a writer I say make your writing fabulous.
Getting a girlfriend in one day would be a miracle
But playing monopoly late night would not be practical.

“As I caught sight of the 
American flags at Boston 
airport, I screamed to 
myself, “Oh My God! I’m in 
America!” I just couldn’t 
stop myself from smiling.”

Camera
by Chimme Dadul
The small circle you look through,
introduces a whole new world.
True beauty of nature,
true beauty in its best form. 
A morning rose and little droplets of water,
the golden sun behind it,
is what it captures through.
Who knew, who knew this small box
opened up a whole new vision. 
A vision that can be shared. 

Click HERE to watch this 
video interview of Karma 
Pema and Chimme Dadul 
about their visit to the 
United States this winter.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1jCw8cvQmLA&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1jCw8cvQmLA&feature=youtu.be
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International Science Institute
by Laila Goodman, Dean of Students and Biology Teacher at 
Gann Academy, Waltham, MA
Along with gifts for every friend, cousin, parent, grandparent and 
colleague, Taktse teachers Ms. Pujamani Pradhan and Mr. 
Ganesh Mukhia arrived back in Gangtok, Sikkim with daily 

lesson plans for teaching two full units of biology and chemistry. They had just spent two weeks participating 
in an International Science Institute at Gann Academy in Waltham, Massachusetts. The focus of the institute 
was to collaborate with Gann science teachers to develop a progressive science curriculum. 
Over the past decade, Taktse teachers have visited Gann Academy and a number of other schools in New 
England and New York to observe and learn about different modes of 
education and expand their teaching practice and resources to meet the 
demanding curricular challenges of the Cambridge Board requirements. 
Meeting American teachers and observing their classes has been 
inspirational and helpful, but the Taktse teachers struggled to translate 
their observations and experiences into usable lesson plans. Through a 
series of conversations with Taktse Board member Mr. Sonam 
Denjongpa, and others, we conceived of a new model for Gann and 
Taktse science teachers to collaboratively develop engaging and effective 
lesson plans. Thus, the International Science Institute was born. 
The Institute focused on three principles of effective teaching: backward design, checking for understanding, 
and using assessment to improve teaching and learning. Ms. Sarah DuBeau-Farley was the main 
collaborator on backward design, while former Gann teacher and long-term Taktse visitor Chris Stodolski 
collaborated on checking for understanding. Laila Goodman focused on using assessments to improve 
student learning. Mark Wilkins, a Gann chemistry teacher, worked with Ms. Pujamani on chemistry lesson 
planning, and Gann teachers Emily Hart and Kelly O’Reilly worked with Mr. Ganesh on biology curriculum.  

Backward design can be best understood through the field of architecture. When 
designing a structure, you start with its purpose and how it will be used. Then you 
work backward to design a safe, strong and beautiful building that serves the 
intended purpose. Keeping the use in mind forces one to ask the right questions while 
designing the building. Like architects, teachers must design curricula and lesson 
plans to meet a specified purpose: helping students understand the subject matter. 
Backward design begins with teachers asking what students need to know and be 
able to do. By taking time to explore such questions, the Taktse and Gann teachers 
were able to design curricula to facilitate deeper understanding by their students. 

To supplement the backward design process, we collectively looked at past Cambridge exams in biology and 
chemistry and did an analysis of questions missed by a majority of Taktse students. Gann teachers sat side 
by side with Taktse teachers and brainstormed ways to present material that maximized hands-on learning 
and student engagement. Having a chance to share successes and challenges across continents gave us all 
an opportunity to approach our work with fresh, creative mindsets.  
We see this as an ongoing project. Gann teachers plan to give 
Cambridge Board exams to our classes next year to see how our 
students score on this external measure. We will continue to share 
curricula and exchange ideas via email and Skype.  We hope to send 
three Gann teachers to Taktse next October, and of course we look 
forward to hosting more teachers next winter.

Click HERE to watch this 
video about the 
collaboration between 
science teachers at Taktse 
and Gann Academy.

The Friends of Taktse UPDATE newsletter is edited by Lonnie Friedman & Paul Lauenstein. 
To subscribe or add a friend, email Lonnie Friedman at: lonnie.friedman@comcast.net. 

mailto:lonnie.friedman@comcast.net
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bsXou_5DruI&t=41s&fbclid=IwAR2XqzUdXWoQ29efRGpkS9hAHDwgLIQoe6df701oTtARPda4hy7_TAK_hs8
mailto:lonnie.friedman@comcast.net
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bsXou_5DruI&t=41s&fbclid=IwAR2XqzUdXWoQ29efRGpkS9hAHDwgLIQoe6df701oTtARPda4hy7_TAK_hs8


 

       Young Leaders Retreat
Young Leaders Retreat (YLR) is an 
annual three-day adventure program 
for Taktse students. It is a journey of 
self-discovery. Students learn new 
skills such as climbing a vertical wall, 
rappelling down a cliff, riding a zip line, 
negotiating an obstacle course, and 
making tea and cooking food in the 
forest. Students overcome their fears, 
test their limits, and learn about 
cooperation and friendship through 
carrying a tired friend’s rucksack or 
encouraging each other to climb 
higher.
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