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Taste of India 2011 $10,010.00

Run for India (Philadelphia Marathon) $1,142.00

Football games $4,800.00

Individual donations $6,000.00

Fall fundraiser, Bollywood Bhangra-Zumba $310.00

Total $22,262.00

Unmesh, Agartala, Tripura $4,444.44

Project Asha, Purulia, West Bengal $8,974.44

Parivartan Shikshan Sanstha, Mumbai, Maharashtra $6,400.00

Saathiship of Mahendra Yadav, Bihar $4,080.00

Emergency drought relief, Mandra Lions Club, Purulia, West 
Bengal

$2,044.00

Vellore Hill Restoration Project, Vellore, Tamil Nadu $3,200.00

Total $29,142.88
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Editorial

T he contributors to Sankalp this year form an eclectic mix – from nine-year-old Basanti Murmu 
to a father-daughter duo of psychiatrists, from graduate students to social entrepreneurs. The 

issues and ideas they discuss in their different articles piece together a vivid picture of the country that 
is India – the people and their social and economic compulsions, the policies and the policy-makers, 
the individual and community efforts, and compelling reasons for organizations like AID to be a part 
of social dialogue. Although the articles discuss a seemingly disparate set of developmental issues, 
many interesting connections can be made – questions posed in some of the articles find possible 
solutions in others. This brings to mind AID’s vision, “Problems are interconnected, so must be the 
solutions.” Sankalp records our appreciation for our contributors who have spent considerable time 
and effort in penning their thoughts for us. We would also like to point out that the views expressed in 
the articles are solely their own. 

This time around we have presented updates from our ongoing projects in a more pictorial and 
verbally sparse manner. We encourage our readers to contact the project coordinators directly if they 
would like to learn more about particular projects. The majority of our current projects focus on 
educational initiatives for less privileged children.  Every volunteer who has visited these project 
locations reports happy faces and curious minds. We wanted to share this experience with you. So we 
asked kids from our projects to send us some of their drawings and writings. The response was 
overwhelming. As much as we would have liked to include them all, space constraints permitted the 
inclusion of only a few. We are sure you’ll enjoy what our little contributors have sent.

Happy reading!



Sankalp 2012

6 AID Penn State



Sankalp 2012

AID Penn State 7 

I t’s that time of the year again. The food 
fest brings back fond memories – the 

hustle and bustle of the night before, decorating 
the venue, brainstorming over ideas for colorful 
posters, coordinating food pick-up from more 
than 40 families, tracking ticket sales, the 
endless phone calls, the delicious food, and of 
course, the feeling of satisfaction at the end of it 
all. Taste of India 2011 was the largest fundraiser 
AID Penn State has ever organized. However, we 
are much more than just the food fest or any of 
our other fundraisers. This report allows me to 
reflect on the events of the year that just passed 
and look towards the future.

Our activities kicked off with the
Independence Day celebration on August 15, 
2011. The event was a hit with the addition of a 
painting competition for kids. The Schlow 
Centre Region Library graciously agreed to 
display the winning entries on their notice board 
for a full week. Mainak Sengupta continued the 
tradition of engaging the audience with an 
entertaining quiz. Audience members had to 
sharpen their catching skills in addition to 
donning their thinking caps to earn the prizes – 
chocolates thrown at them! This event was 
followed soon by the annual AID Picnic at 
Sunset Park to welcome the incoming students. 
In November, we co-hosted the Diwali event 
with the State College community.

Taste of India was, of course, our largest 

fundraiser last year. The event was attended by 
more than 500 guests and helped raise nearly 
$10,000 in a single evening celebrating the 
diversity of Indian cuisine and culture. The fun 
continued at the concession stands in the Beaver 
Stadium during the football season. Sadly, those 
stands will never be the same again without Joe 
Pa on the field. We also volunteered at 
concession stands during one of the wrestling 
matches. The Bollywood Bhangra-Zumba night 
saw many people shake a leg for the first time 
and was a welcome addition to our fundraising 
efforts in the Fall. Special mention must be made 
of Charumani Singh, who single-handedly raised 
over a thousand dollars by participating in the 
Philadelphia Marathon in November.

All these efforts have allowed us to offer 
continued support to our ongoing projects. 
Project Asha by Nutanhat Development Society 
in Purulia, West Bengal continues to be a role 
model in facilitating rural elementary education. 
In addition to benefiting over 300 kids, it has 
collected valuable data on learning progress 
through quarterly evaluations. The renewal of 
Mahendra Yadav’s Saathi-ship helps him in his 
relentless fight against corruption in Bihar. We 
are happy to play a role in increasing the reach 
of Parivartan, a project providing non-formal 
education in the slums of Mumbai, Maharashtra. 
We also renewed our support to Unmesh, a 
shelter for distressed kids in Agartala, Tripura. 
However, the hills of Vellore in Tamil Nadu will 
have to wait a little longer to get their fresh coat 

From the President’s Desk
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of green, thanks to the newly tightened rules of 
the Foreign Currency Regulations Act (FCRA). 
We have embarked on a new collaboration with 
Deepa Academy in Bangalore, Karnataka, 
assisting their efforts in empowering differently-
abled girls.

Our volunteers visited three projects this 
year. Somesh Prasad Roy visited Unmesh, one of 
the few AID projects in the North-Eastern 
region, while Jayashree Sonti, Latha Bhushan, 
and Neela Yennawar visited Deepa Academy in 
Bangalore. Former members Anirban Hazra and 
Arijit Chatterjee spent a few days touring Bihar 
with Mahendra Yadav. These visits allowed us to 
see in person the commitment of the people 
involved in the projects and to gain first-hand 
knowledge of the ground realities.

We encountered several unforeseen 
hurdles last year. A drought affected the Purulia 
district of West Bengal, where we currently 
support one of our projects. We collaborated with 
Asha for Education, a like-minded funding 
organization, to support Mandra Lions Club with 
the expedited desilting of a few old wells in the 
affected areas of Purulia. In July, our dear 
Mahendra bhai was hospitalized. Thanks to the 
timely call for help from our volunteers who had 
just visited him and personal contributions from 
a few volunteers here, we managed to provide 
him some financial assistance for his recovery. 
Tightened financial rules stopped two of our 
projects in their tracks. However such events 
have only made us stronger and increased our 
commitment to support sustainable development 
more than ever.

We continued our tradition of weekly 
meetings – Community Service Hour (CSH) – to 
discuss issues related to India’s development. 
Two speakers visited us from India and shared 
their experiences. Praful Chandel from Jan 
Swasthya Sahyog spoke about his efforts in 
helping people fight antibiotic-resistant malaria 
in the forests of Chattisgarh. Social entrepreneur 
Yatendra Agrawal from EcoSolutions NGO 
talked about his efforts in lighting up remote 
villages in North-Eastern India using solar 
lamps. Attending the annual AID Conference in 
Boston was a reinvigorating experience for our 
volunteers.

The Project Talk series in February-March 
was a new addition to our outreach efforts this 
year. The six talks introduced our ongoing 
projects to a new audience and provided recent 
status updates. We hope to continue this every 
year. The bowling night social at the conclusion 
of the talk series was a welcome break for the 
AID volunteers.

It is heartening to note that our efforts over 
the years have earned national recognition. In 
September 2011, AID was selected for the Times 
of India Social Impact Awards, in the special 
jury category of “Global Contribution to India.”

AID Penn State is a student chapter. Our 
volunteer base is in a constant state of flux – 
some students left last year while several more 
joined us in our efforts. Through all this, the 
State College community has remained the 
backbone of our existence. In appreciation of 
this support, we have committed to donate part 
of the proceeds from this year’s Taste of India to 
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the local non-profit organization, House of Care. 
We rely on people like you to continue our goal 
of supporting development in India. Looking 

forward to another fun food fest and the year 
beyond!

Ganesh Vijayakumar is a graduate student in the Department of Mechanical and Nuclear 
Engineering at Penn State. He has been the President of AID Penn State since April 2011.

Project Goal

Unmesh, Agartala, Tripura Prevention of child abuse and child trafficking, and 
rehabilitation of distressed children

Project Asha, Purulia, West Bengal Providing elementary education in tribal villages

Vellore Hill Restoration Project, 
Vellore, Tamil Nadu

Reforestation of barren hills and generating livelihood

Parivartan Shikshan Sanstha, Mumbai, 
Maharashtra

Providing non-formal education to kids in the slums of 
Mumbai

Saathiship of Mahendra Yadav, Bihar Spreading awareness on fundamental rights and fighting 
corruption in Bihar

Deepa Academy, Bangalore, Karnataka Empowering differently-abled girls

Emergency drought relief, Mandra 
Lion Club, Purulia, West Bengal

Desilting and re-excavation of wells in drought-prone 
regions

Projects supported in 2011-12

Ganesh Vijayakumar
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G reetings from Bangalore to all friends 
young and not so young! We are back 

after journeying through Goa, Gujarat, 
Rajasthan, and West Bengal – knowing we’ll 
miss AID’s annual Taste of India in State 
College, but enjoying the same taste here and 
soaking up the country’s spirit as winter moves 
through a short, sometimes unappreciated, spring 
toward the impending summer.

Memorable, my encounters here. A hotel 
manager with a law degree who is getting his 
Ph.D. in environmental sciences so that he can 
develop a different kind of tourism. Artists from 
Chennai and Bangalore who have connected 
with an NGO to exhibit their works on the theme 
“Water – the Thread of Life.” Yes, water is in
trouble across the country. A proud waiter whose 
grandfather was imprisoned by the Portuguese 
because of his struggle for freedom. A young real 
estate developer who refuses to build high-rises 
because he wants architectural design and 
landscape to be meaningful to his buyers. A well-
known geologist – my roommate from way back 
– who demystified for me why the Ganges, a 
geologically young river, is revered much more 
than older rivers, and how cataclysmic floods 
wiped out Hastinapur, an ancient city from the 
Mahabharata. My writer-publisher cousin who 
urges me to finish all my Bengali undertakings 
and wants to start a literary award named after 
my father. My mathematician friend – who 
publishes a literary magazine – launched his 
seminal work in Bengali on Gödel’s 

incompleteness theorem to a standing room only 
crowd.

And so it goes, just like every other time I 
am back.

Yes, that may be what I want to remember 
most, but other things come into view as well. I 
struggle to understand Bangalore’s Electronic 
City with its massive futuristic architecture 
entrenched not that far from rural homes where 
there have been many incidents of economic 
suicides. On this subject, Deepa Bhatia’s 
documentary “Nero’s Guests – the Age of 
Inequality” is a must-see. Other documentaries I 
have acquired but not yet watched are “Running 
Out of Time” made by a friend on the Adivasis
of Jharkhand and “Blood and Iron” about the 
iron ore mining mafia doing business where the 
road to the Bangalore International Airport ends 
– not far from where I am writing this.

An economist tells me she has done 
several studies on how social prejudice has 
prevented the leather industry in West Bengal 
from growing. The two young girls who take our 
clothes for ironing every week say they are done 
with schooling because there’s no more free 
education after grade nine. One of them is as 
bright as any ninth grader I have met in India or 
the US. NGOs I encounter say the media in India 
are sensational across the board and the reality 
that is India doesn’t concern them. I say the print 
media here seems better than in the US, but they 

My Time in India, My Thoughts on AID

Ranadhir Mitra
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insist that all media ignore work done by NGOs 
because journalists, by and large, want to 
promote a “happy people” image of the country 
– except for the damage caused by bad 
politicians. “Much like Fox News,” I mutter.

“What is Fox News?” Someone asks.

And so too it goes, like other times, except 
there is a genuine optimism in many people, 
some of whom envision a better future for the 
country with justice and equality. The urban 
college-going youth seems energized even when 
it is not clear about its future. Some of the young 
people appear sure about where they are going 
but don’t care too much about “the other 500 
million.” Someone actually makes such a 
reference in my presence.

And just as I am seduced by the thought 
that a healthy 500 million is still a good start, the
Planning Commission comes up with the new 
official poverty line for India. “Poverty has truly 
fallen: It's no statistical fudge,” writes The 
Economic Times. About six months ago, the 
Commission had released some numbers – Rs 32 
per person per day in urban areas and Rs 28 in 
rural areas – as India’s poverty line. The new, 
further thought out and revised version lowers 
the poverty line to Rs 28.65 and Rs 22.40 
respectively. Once again many people from 
different professions and with quite different 
political views question the numbers and berate 
the Commission. Sure enough, the Economic 
Times through the mouth of one Swaminathan 
Aiyar has the rebuttal:

“Let's do a reality check on what the 

standard dal-roti diet costs the poor. 
Opposition politicians, NGOs and TV 
anchors have challenged Montek to show 
one can live on Rs 28.65 per day, at a time 
when a litre of milk costs Rs 37 and six 
bananas may cost up to Rs 30. They have 
castigated Montek for sitting in an ivory 
tower, totally out of touch with ordinary 
folk and reality.

“Sorry, but the facts show otherwise. 
Those out of touch with reality and prices 
are the critics, not Montek. Politicians and 
TV anchors are well-off, and consume 
tandoori chicken and fried fish plus milk 
and fruit. But poor folk live essentially on 
dal-roti.

“Any housewife will tell you that 
wheat costs up to Rs 20 per kilo and chana 
dal up to Rs 45 per kilo. A standard daily 
calorie intake of 2,000 calories can be met 
by 400 gm of wheat (1,600 calories, cost
Rs 8) and 100 gm of chana dal (400 
calories, cost Rs 4.50). The total cost 
comes to just Rs 12.50. Labourers doing 
hard physical work may need 3,000 
calories/day, but even that implies just Rs 
18.75 worth of dal-roti, well below official 
poverty lines.”

To me the essence of Aiyar’s argument is: 
the poor need very little to stave off starvation 
and do not care about tandoori chicken or fried 
fish or ivory towers. Nor do they want any milk 
or fruit for their children whose calorie intake is 
not under scrutiny here anyway. So what’s the 
problem?

Interestingly enough, the high school 
social science text used by the Delhi Public 
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School system in Bangalore has a section on the 
“human development index” which, the writers 
argue, may be a more accurate reflection of 
wealth and poverty than mere income. Using that 
view, we have to take into account at least food 
and water, housing, clothing, sanitation and 
healthcare, availability and use of energy, in 
order to get a true measure of poverty in any 
society. Working people I encounter complain 
without fail about all of these needs. For them 
the cost of living has increased over the last 
decade, a significant area being healthcare.

As I approach the final month of my stay 
in India, I think about AID and its role in the 
present climate and I’m sure that like other 
NGOs, AID’s work will be more important, not 
less, in India’s development. I must say that 
alongside fundraising I wish more and more 

members actually take part in AID’s activities in 
India with some time, expertise, and dedication 
on hand. For example, the struggle for educating 
children in rural India needs to be relentless if 
we take growing inequalities in elementary 
education seriously. I must also say that given so 
much good work being done by NGOs in India, 
AID should consider joining hands with others 
with similar vision also involved in some aspect 
of rural development. I don’t know what is 
feasible here, but there is always a hope.

As I have seen with several members of 
AID I have known, the summary drawn from 
any discussion of India’s future is a sense of 
urgency and an urge to come home and work 
here. In the end, it is not my place to go beyond 
simple suggestions that are based upon my 
observations in this trip.

A scholar, writer and a friend of AID, Dr. Mitra is a resident of State 
College who has been in India since January 2012
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Project Portfolio

AID Saathi

Vellore Hill Restoration

Project Asha

Unmesh

The following pages present a glimpse of our 
ongoing projects across India.
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N utanhat Development Society (NDS) is a 
non-governmental organization (NGO) 

working in Purulia, West Bengal for almost two 
decades now. It has worked in areas such as 
healthcare, hygiene awareness, livelihood 
generation, and education in rural areas. In 2008, 
NDS started a small-scale education project, 
Project Asha, in the Kalabani panchayat of Hura 
block in Purulia district.

As per the eighty-
sixth amendment of the 
Indian Constitution in 
2002 and the Right to 
Education Act 2009, the 
state governments are 
required to implement 
policies and schemes to 
provide free education 
to every child until 14 
years of age. In 
accordance with the 
law, the West Bengal 
government has established elementary schools 
in even remote parts of the district. But due to 
inaccessibility and lack of accountability, these 
schools are not functioning properly. Most kids 
do not enroll in high schools, and even if they 
do, lack of proper elementary education makes it 
hard for them to cope with the high school 
curriculum resulting in high rates of dropout. 
This is where Project Asha aims to intervene.

Project Asha was originally conceived by a 

local graduate who worked for NDS. Based on 
his ideas, NDS started education centers in ten 
villages of the panchayat. The main aim of the 
project is to provide basic elementary education 
to the kids in these villages and help them enroll 
in the local high school. To address the issue of 
accountability, the teachers for each of these 
education centers were chosen from within the 

village. They were not 
chosen merely on the 
basis of their educational 
qualification. This helped 
in two ways. First, these 
young local teachers 
helped spread awareness 
about the importance of 
elementary education 
among mostly illiterate 
parents. Second, the 
parents were able to 
enforce accountability of 
the teachers at a very 
personal level. The 

headmaster of the local high school helped train 
these inexperienced, sometimes high school 
dropout teachers to teach at the elementary level.

This project has been supported by AID 
Penn State since its inception. To assess the 
ground realities and to monitor the effectiveness 
of the project, a performance rubric was set up at 
the beginning of the project. The three main 
subjects that are being taught are Bengali, 
English, and Mathematics. Thus the rubric for 

Purulia at a glance

•  Part of the Chhotonagpur plateau
•  Hot and dry
•  Rocky and infertile
•  Sparse deciduous forests and hillocks
•  Nearly 40% of Purulia’s population 

are indigenous tribals and backward
castes

•  Prevalence of poverty, illiteracy, and 
overpopulation has led to rise of anti-
government Naxalite insurgency

Project Asha: A Case Study

Aditi Roy and Somesh Roy
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monitoring is divided into these three categories. 
Each of these subjects, in turn, is subdivided into 
a set of basic skills. The idea is to monitor every 
kid as he/she masters each skill and moves up to 
the next higher skill, thus reflecting overall 
increase in academic performance. The 
categorization of basic skill sets for each subject 
is somewhat arbitrary, as the volunteers did not 
have any prior knowledge or training in this area 
when the project was started. Every kid is 
evaluated on a quarterly basis for his/her skill 
level in each of the three subjects. Additionally, a 
record is kept to track attendance of the students.

What follows in the next few sections is a 
brief overview of the analysis of the data 
collected over the last three years.

Origin and analysis of data:
  Total number of students: 374
  Villages covered: Chatanigora, Dhogra, Hir, 
Hir-rangadi, Pidra, Pidra-rangadi, Ledabana, 
Kharbana, Tetuladi, and Tilabani
  Frequency of data collection: quarterly
  Subjects: Bengali, English, and Mathematics
  Basic skill set for each subject:

•  Bengali: Reading and writing of 
(progressively) vowel, consonant, word, 
sentence, compound letters, paragraph, 
and short story

•  English: Reading and writing of 
(progressively) alphabet, word, sentence, 
paragraph, short story, and newspaper 
article

•  Mathematics: Addition, subtraction, 
multiplication, division, decimals, 
percentage, unitary method, LCM/HCF, 
basic geometry

  Evaluation procedure:
•  Quarterly tests in each subject
•  A numerical value of 1 or 0 was assigned 

for each student based on success or 
failure in the test. These numerical values 
were averaged and summed over the 
entire range of the study

•  Final data is normalized on a scale of ten
  Dropouts were discarded from the analysis:

•  A student missing one quarter is 
considered to be a dropout for the entire 
year

•  Attendance is tracked based on quarterly 

Fig. 2: Class distribution

Fig. 1: Gender distribution
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evaluations. Since these evaluations are 
done over a period of time, instead of a 
single day, chances of a student missing 
an evaluation for a day’s absence are less

Distribution of students
  The increment in total number of 
enrollments in later years is because of 
increased AID support. In the first year, the 
project started with 250 students. From the 
second year onwards, support was extended 
to 300 kids  (Fig. 1 and 2)
  In both the second and third year, the initial 
enrollment was 300. However, in the third 
year, there were fewer dropouts compared to 
the second year. Therefore, it appears that the 
total number of students has increased in the 
third year of the project (Fig. 1 and 2)
  Success: Marginally higher enrollment of 
girls than boys (Fig. 1)
Success: Overall good retention rate. Most

students from Class 2 moved to Class 3 in the 
next academic year (Fig. 2)
  Challenge: Low promotion/retention rate 
from Class 1 to Class 2 (Fig. 2)

•  There were more Class 1 students each 
year than kindergarten students in the 
previous year. This may be due to low 
rates of promotion or due to student 
dropouts. However, from the additional 
data (not presented) on dropouts, it 
seemed that except for the village of 
Dhogra in 2009-10, retention of students 
is not a problem

Academic progress
  Overall skill is the sum of all skills in 
Bengali, English, and Mathematics 

Fig. 3: Overall progress

Fig. 4: Bengali Skills

Fig. 5: English Skills
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normalized on a scale of ten (Fig. 3)
  The downward trend between the years 
reflects the time when the students graduated 
and new students entered into the project 
(Fig. 3)
  The starting skill level for every year 
increased as students were promoted to the 
next higher class (Fig. 3)
  Success: Improvement in skills in all three 
years for all three subjects (Fig. 3)
  Success: Constant rate of improvement (Fig. 
3)
  Observation: Students are more proficient in 
Bengali than in other subjects (Fig. 3)
  Subject-wise breakup: Bengali (Fig. 4)

•  Success: Villages making constant 
progress are Tentuladi, Pidra-Rangadi, 
Kharbana, Tilabani, and Pidra

•  Challenge: In the third year, Chatanigora 
did not show any increase in skill set

Subject-wise breakup: English (Fig. 5)
•  Observation: Progress in later years is 

lower than in the first year with the 
exception of Hir and Tentuladi

•  Challenge: Kharbana did not show any 
improvement in most recent years

  Subject-wise breakup: Mathematics (Fig. 6)
•  Success: Overall improvement with 

highest in Hir and Tentuladi
•  Challenge: Little or no improvement in 

mathematics in Tilabani and Chatanigora
  Village-wise breakup (Fig. 7)

•  Observation: Hir and Tentuladi are doing 
very well – constant and significant 
improvements

•  Observation: Chatanigora is not doing 
very well.  In two out of three subjects, 
little or no improvement in the latest year

Summary
The overall picture obtained from analysis 

of the data collected over three years is very 
promising. It clearly shows that the educational 
qualification of the teachers was not at all an 
impediment to the kids’ progress. On the other 
hand, the involvement of local youth in a
teaching role increased the reach and popularity 
of the program. This gives an indication of a 
possibly scalable model of engaging local 

Fig. 6: Mathematics Skills

Fig. 7: Village-wise progress
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unemployed youth in elementary education. This 
particular project can be treated as a pilot project 
in this regard. However, generous support, both 

financial and logistic, is important to spread this 
model of elementary education to rural, 
underdeveloped India.

Aditi Roy is a graduate student in the Department of Nutrition at 
Penn State and Somesh Roy is a graduate student in the Department 

of Mechanical and Nuclear Engineerring. 

The authors would like to acknowledge Anirban Hazra, Tanushree Dutta and Cat Biddle for their help, 
suggestions, input in the analysis.
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Getting ready to serve
Taste of India
April 16, 2011

Eating and chatting
Taste of India

April 16, 2011

Playtime!
Welcome Picnic
August 20, 2011

Grillin’ time
Welcome Picnic
August 20, 2011

Counting the fruits of labor after the 
day's work
Concession Stand at Football Games
September 24, 2011

Shake a leg!
Bollywood Bhangra-Zumba

October 2, 2011

Project update
Project Talk Series
February-March, 2012

Feel the rhythm
Bollywood Bhangra-Zumba
October 2, 2011

Last day of fall!
Fall Picnic

October 16, 2011

Event Diary
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M urphy’s law: A bunch of boring guys got 
together and discovered several 

different ways of claiming ‘Anything that can go 
wrong, will go wrong.’ This time, we decided to 
go one up on them and apply this law to our 
observations over 14 years of the Food Fest.

The very first step in planning a successful 
food festival is to decide on the perfect Saturday 
in April to host the event. No matter when you 
choose to start choosing your dates, it will 
already be too late.

Zeroth law of Food Fest: The good dates are 
already taken.

Corollary: If two or more dates are available to 
another organization to organize their event, 
and one of them happens to be food-fest day, 
then they will choose that date.

First law of Food Fest: You can prepare for a 
bad weather day, but not prevent it.

Second law of Food Fest: Students will 
always want to buy tickets only for the slot 
that is already filled up.

Organizer laments
#1: When in a pinch, often delegate.
Corollary: If you often delegate, you might be 

in a pinch.
#2: The willingness of a driver to volunteer for 

food pickup is directly proportional to how 
old his or her car is.

#3: Tall people, aren’t.

Volunteer rants
#1: If you are running late for the event,

i) the bus will too

Murphy's Laws for the Food Fest

Adapted from several adaptations of Murphy’s law by Bharath Rengarajan
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ii) there will be heavy traffic
#2: Law of leftover dishes: The good ones are 

already gone.
#3: The water rule: The farthest table will 

always have empty glasses that need to be 
filled.

#4: Law of 11th hour publicity: The display 
boards always get cleaned up the day after 
you put up the fliers.

#5: Menu card: The most obvious printing 
mistakes are found after you print all the 
copies.

#6: The probability of you having to submit a 
report next morning and meet your professor 
that evening is close to 1.

Guest grouses
#1: Law of food servicing: The other line 

always moves faster.
#2: The dosa coupon will always disappear by 

the time you reach the dosa counter.

#3: Dosa coupon system: Getting a dosa in the 
food-fest is like winning the lottery. You wait 
for the results to be announced only to forget 
what your number originally was.

And to wrap it all up, there is the...
Law of group pictures: There is never a time to 

do it right, but there is always time to do it 
over.

Bharath Rengarajan graduated from Penn State in August 2011 and has been 
involved with AID for over two years. He is currently based out of Boston, 

where amongst other things, he also works for a software company.
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E ight Saturdays a year, Penn State’s Beaver 
Stadium resounds with the loud chants of 

“We Are Penn State.” As we, Cindy and Shelley, 
head to the concession stands that we supervise 
on those days, the powerful feeling of being a 
part of something special welcomes us.

Staffing of the concession stands at Beaver 
Stadium is often a result of word-of-mouth 
references. This was the case for both of us too. 
We were approached by a friend, who asked us if 
we would like to work or volunteer at the 
concession stands. This brought back memories 
of the many hours spent volunteering at various 
stands when our children were involved in 
school sports. Cindy, in addition, acted as a Team 
Advisor to Penn State’s
Women’s Bowling Club. 
Our response therefore 
was an immediate and 
enthusiastic “Yes!”

The logistics of 
operating the stadium are 
truly amazing. A Penn 
State football game can 
draw over 110,000 fans 
to State College, also 
known as Happy Valley, 
to participate in the excitement. Things begin 
slowly. The traffic pattern gradually changes as 
the masses flow in. Fans begin filling the parking 
lot. The crowd starts to enter the stadium... the 
game begins to the roar of the crowd... busy 

halftime operations at the concession stands... 
before you know it, the game is over and the 
crowd is gone.  Every single thing runs without a 
hitch!

The temperature for a game can fluctuate 
from a high of 80 degrees in late August to a low 
in the 30s during November. The weather can 
range from a hot sunny day to a cold rainy or 
snowy day. It doesn’t matter; the determined fans 
congregate at Beaver Stadium for every game.

The concession stand operation is another 
game in and of itself. The stand supervisors and 
group managers arrive four hours before the start 
of the game. The group must gather and decide 

what drink and food to
prepare for the day, based 
on factors such as weather 
and the time of the game. 
The games can start 
anytime from noon to as 
late as 8:00 p.m. If it is 
sunny, water sales will be 
way up; if it is cold, hot 
chocolate will be the top 
seller. If it is a noon-time 
start, fans will be hungry 
for lunch; if it is an 8:00 

p.m. game, they may not eat as much. Sales are 
dictated by the score of the game as well – if the 
score is close, fans stick around and purchase 
food, whereas if the margin is large, they may 
leave early, resulting in less sales.

Saturdays at the Concession Stand

Cindy Kane and Shelley Gette
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The concession stand manned by 
Association for India’s Development is in the 
students’ section of the stadium, where the 
excitement is so high that the students sometimes 
get a little carried away and throw things towards 
the football field. Therefore, all bottle caps must 
be removed from the water that is sold, which 
prevents the possibility of throwing a bottle that 
is ‘full of water’ through the crowd of fans. The 
reactions of the non-students to the cap removal 
can be quite interesting at times.

Besides being part of the game, and part of 
your organizational group, there is always a 
fantastic reason for working at the games – 
contributing to the valued cause of helping 
others. Penn State provides the inventory, 
equipment, and supplies needed while the 

volunteer groups provide the staffing to earn a 
percentage of the sales. As stand supervisors, we 
do all we can to assist in increasing the sales and 
we become excited as the numbers go up and our 
groups achieve their sales goals.

The best part of working at the Penn State 
football game concession stands is the 
opportunity of meeting and working with superb 
students from all around the globe. Volunteers of 
AID are very committed and often available to 
take on additional challenges. They are always 
willing to run an additional stand or two, or 
maybe even three. They are truly an exceptional 
group. We are very grateful to have been able to 
work with each and every member of the group 
and to share some fun times together.

Shelley Gette has been working at the Penn State games for over 20 years,
and is employed by Penn State’s Information Technology Services, Financial 
Services, as a Financial Manager and Advisor. Cindy Kane has worked at the 

games for approximately six years, and is employed by Penn State’s 
Information Technology Services, Administrative Information Services as a 

Lead Application Programmer Analyst.
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F or those of us who have grown up in India, 
poverty is often just a spot in our daily 

lives – persistently there. Yet we begin to ignore 
it with time, unconsciously blending it into the 
background. More often than not, the Indians 
I’ve met join the masses in waving their country 
off as a lost cause. They say that it’s too corrupt 
to change, that there are too many problems to 
deal with, or that they just don’t have the time. 
For those of us like me who have grown up 
outside India, poverty is the dark side of the 
country – the country we’re distantly related to 
and are often too involved in our own Western-
standard-of-living lives to really care about.

And why should we care? India has a 
massive population of 1.2 billion people, nearly 
40% of whom live below the standard $1.25-a-
day descriptor of poverty. The nation that opened 
its arms to women like Indira Gandhi and 
Mother Teresa is justifiably labeled as one of the 
world’s most unsafe places for women, where 
social evils like dowry are still prevalent, high 
rates of maternal illnesses abound, and women 
are discouraged from the education they rightly 
deserve. The world’s largest democracy has one 
of the highest rates of corruption in the 
government. Who would want to take up such a 
discouraging task of development in the face of 
these daunting statistics? And, where does one 
begin?

No single issue, in my opinion, is more 
urgent or needs more attention than another. We 

can achieve the progress, development and 
stability that we hope to see in the future, only 
when all the issues are addressed together.

My personal interest lies in gender equity. 
Having been undervalued most of their lives, 
women, I believe, understand better the value of 
what is being given to them. This is reflected in 
the choice of developmental projects worldwide 
– be it health, education or environmental 
initiatives – to first focus on the women in the 
community they wish to benefit. The women 
have in turn justified this choice by turning out 
to be the heart and soul of these projects. Yet 
they are often stereotyped and objectified by a 
large section of society, particularly so in the 
Indian context. It is important that we work 
towards helping these women stand on their own 
feet and challenge societal prejudices.

I have worked with several young Indian 
women. They are passionate about their 
education. They have great love for their 
communities. They have so much to give. These 
women deserve to be invested in. It is my 
strongest belief that when we give a woman a 
voice, we pave the path to a new future not only 
for her but also for an entire society. As a woman 
privileged to have everything in my life, I would 
like to see my blessings reflected on others as 
well. In my opinion, it is high time we begin to 
respect and honor our women with the same 
dignity we do our goddesses.

A Fresher's Perspective

S. Gouri Srinidhi
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Student groups like AID can make an 
incredible difference to the cause of gender 
equality and other issues. Time and again we 
have seen the change that we, the youth, can 
bring about. Take the recent protests of the Arab 
Spring – images of young men and women 
taking to the streets, broadcast on international 
television. Have you ever wondered what made 
those students stand up so courageously for what 
they believed in, knowing full well that they 
could be killed? Each of them had a family and a 
future, an education and a hope; they were 
willing to give all that up for the change that they 

– a single person in a movement – could bring to 
their country. It is with that same level of passion 
and strength that we should work for a better 
India. Blessed with an education, a roof over our 
heads, and food on our plates, it is easy for us to 
sit back and immerse ourselves in our books and 
social lives. I am aware that bringing about even 
a little development can be a hard task. But I am 
also confident that if we can at least make a 
difference in one child’s life or one woman’s 
future, it is worth the effort.

S. Gouri Srinidhi is a graduate student in the Department of 
International Affairs at Penn State. 
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A ugust 2011. While the hot breeze of the 
Arab Spring had caught the world’s 

attention, the Indian media had a different 
fixation: the anti-corruption drive of Anna 
Hazare. In a series of sporadic events, the 
otherwise politically aloof middle class erupted 
in disgust at government corruption. The actual 
movement spread far beyond its physical base at 
Delhi’s Ramlila Maidan. It went viral in 
cyberspace and the whole nation was consumed 
by a desire for change. The government came 
under tremendous pressure. The tension was 
finally diffused with the personal intervention of 
the Indian Prime Minister. For possibly the first 
time in post-independence India, the collective 
Indian middle class demonstrated political 
involvement beyond the ballot box. While the
media’s role in propagating public opinion is 
well established, its power to bring people 
together for a common cause now came to the 
fore.

At about the same time, another issue 
appeared and faded from the Indian political 
horizon – Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) in 
retail. The ruling United Progressive Alliance 
(UPA) had passed an executive bill allowing 
50% FDI in multi-brand retail – a bill which 
would allow the likes of Walmart to operate in 
Indian metros and sell produce acquired directly 
from farmers. Traditionally, Indian farmers have 
to route their produce through an inefficient 
supply system controlled by middlemen. In the 
process, 30% of agricultural produce perishes 

before reaching the market and prices suffer. 
Given that a majority of Indians rely on 
agriculture for survival, it might be natural to 
expect enormous enthusiasm over this bill. On 
the contrary, the bill was put into indefinite 
suspension in the face of protests by the existing 
middlemen, whose cause was taken up by the 
Opposition and even UPA’s political allies. 
Surprisingly, nothing was heard from the nearly 
800 million farmers who would have directly 
benefited from this law. Most of these farmers 
never even had a clue that a change was being 
proposed. Ironically, democracy does not 
necessarily reflect the opinion of the majority but 
the opinion in majority.

Democracy over the radio
Opinion begets involvement and vice 

versa. As I see it, lack of political involvement is 
perhaps India’s biggest problem – a problem that 
is two-faced. While the lack of political 
involvement of middle-class India is due to 
apathy, the lack of involvement of rural India is 
due to ignorance. The latter, in my opinion, 
merits greater attention. How can one connect to 
rural India? 

The answer to this modern problem of 
outreach may lie in a 19th century invention 
inspired by Nikola Tesla: the radio. Low power 
FM radio stations could be used to reach the 
rural population. FM radio is a new concept in 
several rural areas and is likely to be 
enthusiastically received by the public. Such FM 

A Fresher's Perspective

Ritobroto Sengupta
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stations broadcasting over short distances would 
be inexpensive to establish and could cater to 
local tastes. Cell phone radios or cheap solar 
powered radios might be used for reception. 
Among a host of popular programs, the station 
could broadcast news and political messages in a 
‘what it means to you’ tone. Such programs 
could ask for immediate public opinion through 
text messages and the program host could read 

out messages as they are received. Thus, a 
platform for two-way communication can be 
established. Programs could also include 
interviews where guest speakers can relate their 
stories. The guests must include local people 
who have established themselves by battling all 
odds. Such programs could potentially offer 
hope, propagate optimism for a better life, and 
inspire people to fight for change.

Ritobroto Sengupta is a graduate student in the Department of Chemistry 
at Penn State. He is interested in Indian politics.
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The beginning

I  have a small farm at Karjat, just an hour’s 
drive from Mumbai. During one of my visits 

to the farm, late in the evening, I noticed that 
there was no electricity in the area. Almost all 
the houses were in darkness. People were 
burning wicks dipped in kerosene to light up 
their homes. Few days later, I came across an 
article in the Times of India about five villages 
near Panvel and their struggle in trying to get an 
electric connection for 30 years. Electric poles 
were put in place about 20 years ago, but due to 
disputes between government departments, the 
villages had not been able to get electricity.

I was disgusted at the state of affairs and it 
made me wonder – if the power situation was so 
bad in Panvel, which is just half an hour out of 
Mumbai, God help the rest of our country! What 
was the use of my IIT engineering degree and 
international work experience when people in 
my own country were facing hard times for basic 
necessities? I decided to act. I purchased solar 
lamps and lit up all 300 homes at the village near 
Panvel in just two days. The villagers were 
amazed that light had finally reached them, so 
quickly. Since then I have not looked back. I 
have focused on illuminating the remotest parts 
of India, which, sadly, for several years to come 
will otherwise remain in darkness. Believe me, 
there are many many such places.

I founded and registered EcoSolutions, a 
non-governmental organization (NGO), with the 
purpose of distributing high-technology, low-
cost solar lamps. The advantage of registration is 
that people wishing to donate can get tax 
benefits. Early on I decided not to manufacture 
the lamps myself but to concentrate on 
distributing them. Many different innovative 
products are available in the market; delivering 
them to the kind of regions we wish to reach, 
however, is quite a challenge. So far we have 
managed to do this by identifying local NGOs 
and honest villagers who are ready to take our 
mission forward, thereby also reducing 
distribution costs.

The solar lamps we distribute cost 850 
rupees (approx. $ 20) for the Sun King model 
and 1600 rupees (approx. $ 40) for the Sun King 
Pro model manufactured by Greenlight Planet 
Pvt. Ltd.  These lamps use LED lighting 
technology and have the latest generation 
batteries like Lithium (three-year lifetime) and 
Lithium Ferro Phosphate (five-year lifetime). 
This ensures that a solar lamp reaching the hands 
of a villager has as long a life as technically 
possible.

Reaching out
Even as children, most of us have learnt 

about the many inaccessible villages in India, 
such as the remote valleys of the Himalayas, the 
islands in the Brahmaputra river, the Sunderbans, 

EcoSolutions NGO: Providing Solar Lighting to 
Remotest Villages in India

Yatendra Agrawal
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tribal settlements in Central India, the deserts of 
Rajasthan... These regions probably have limited 
or no access to electricity. Our goal is to 
distribute solar lamps to such places. But how do 
we locate these remote villages? Google Earth, a 
freely available software, offers us a simple 
solution.  

Let me give you an idea of what we do. 
Google Earth allows us to zoom in on a digital 
map of the area, view the villages, as well as 
count the number of huts in a village. The 
satellite images provided by Google Earth are of 
such high quality that many times we can also 
identify the path to reach these remote villages. 
We use Google Search to obtain the contact 
details of local NGOs and government 
representatives and identify the places we want 
to reach first in consultation with them. 
Subsequently, we send the lamps using transport 
services from Mumbai to nearby towns in that 
area. As mentioned earlier, local people then step 
forward to help us distribute the lamps. Over the 
years, we have established a network of NGOs 
all across the country and work is going on 
simultaneously in many different places to light 

up villages all over India. Often I personally go 
to monitor and review the progress.

Observations
Solar home lighting solutions have made a 

dramatic difference to the lives of people in 
villages across India. Women can cook food 
comfortably, children can study and men can 
continue their work even after sunset. Benefits of 
solar lamps have been felt right from day one. 
Many NGOs who have supported us tell us that 
their developmental programs, such as 
sanitation, education, women’s empowerment, 
etc. have hugely benefited by the distribution of 
our lamps. Solar lamps also have a direct benefit 
on the reduction of kerosene usage. It is well-
known that burning of wood and kerosene, a 
major source of smoke and soot, is one of the 
main health hazards.

We have also observed that people really 
take care of the lamps we distribute and use them 
judiciously. This is in stark contrast to  the sight 
of non-operating solar street lamps provided by 
the government – a common spectacle in many 
villages. It is indeed ironic that the government 
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invests millions of rupees on lighting the streets 
with these lamps, which often suffer from poor 
maintenance and lack of accountability, while 
homes remain in darkness.

The way forward
We do not operate using a fixed financial 

model. In the early days of my work, I was 
distributing solar lamps completely free of cost. 
Since then we have matured and are now 
recovering a fraction of the costs from the 
villagers, depending on their economic 
condition. For the smaller solar lamp, which 
costs us 850 rupees, we sometimes charge 500 
rupees. At other times we have to settle for 200 
rupees, or 100 rupees, or even nothing at all. 
While it may sound crazy, one should not forget 
that, in these places, there is no source of 
livelihood and most of the villagers depend on 
subsistence farming for survival. We especially 
do not want the destitute, single mothers, and old
people to live in darkness simply because they 
cannot afford to pay. We reinvest the recovered 
cost, together with other donations, and reach out 
to many more needy homes. Is this a sustainable 
model of distribution? Not yet, but we will get 
there... one day.

So far we have lit up nearly 15,000 homes. 
It must be noted that it is not the number of 
lamps given that matters, but the places where 
we have given them. In our fourth year of work 
we have now reached a steady distribution of 
more than 1,000 lamps per month. 2012 has been 
declared by the United Nations as the 
“International Year of Sustainable Energy for 
All.” Inspired by this, our dream is to distribute 
10,000 lamps per month this year. I need your 
support to fulfill this dream.  

I believe that if one is passionate about 
one’s dream and is not hesitant to act on it, then 
success is certain. I also believe that there are 
many who want to donate, but are wary of how 
the money is going to be used by any NGO. 
Once the donors are convinced about the 
effectiveness of our schemes, funding will not be 
an issue. I urge everyone to join us in this joyful 
journey of lighting up homes all across India and
to also help in spreading the word.

Remember what Mother Teresa said, “In 
this life we cannot always do great things, but 
we can do small things with great love.”

Yatendra Agrawal is a social entrepreneur and founder & trustee of EcoSolutions NGO. Prior to 
this he worked internationally with Schlumberger Oilfield Services for 16 years.

Yatendra Agrawal, B. Tech (Mechanical Engg.), IIT Bombay (1984)
46/4, RCF Row-houses, Sector 6, Vashi, Navi Mumbai 400703, INDIA
0091-98691 82356; 0091-22 2782 0978
website: www.ecosolutionsngo.org
email: yatendra.agrawal@ecosolutionsngo.org
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“I get up at 6 in the morning, brush my teeth and take a bath. Then I 
prepare breakfast and serve it to my father and myself. After that I wash 

the utensils. Then I teach sewing and stitch clothes. I then have some time 
for leisure. In the afternoon I cook lunch and we all eat together. At 2 pm I 

teach drawing mehendi, sewing and painting to kids and also get some 
domestic chores done. After the kids have left, I take a break and stitch 

some clothes. 
Thereafter it is time to 

go and learn how to use 
a computer. On coming 

home from there, I 
clean the utensils, cook 
dinner, and take care of 
household chores. After 
father comes home we 

all eat dinner. On 
cleaning up after dinner 

we make our beds. 
Then I do some reading 

and go to bed.”

Hasina, 17 yrs, Parivartan

Basanti Murmu, 9 yrs, Project 
Asha
“I dreamt one night that I am a 
big fish in an ocean and eating 
small fries. When I had my 
stomach full, I woke up and 
realized that I am still in my 
bed!”
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“Me and my brother have planted a tree 
and now we are watering it. Forestation 
reduces air pollution.”

K
asturi, 10 yrs, 

Parivartan

My daily routine

So Say the Kids
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A man living in a village had three 
beautiful daughters. He loved all of 
them but the youngest one he loved 
most. Her name was Beauty. One 
day he told his daughters, “I am 
going to town. I will bring 
something for each of you when I 
return.” The eldest daughter asked 
him to bring a pair of shoes for her. 
The second daughter said, “I love 
cats. Please bring a kitten for me.” 
The youngest daughter asked him 
to bring a red flower for her. The 
man bought everything but forgot 
to buy the red flower. On his way 
home he remembered about the 
flower. There was a garden near his 

village full of flowers. But 
nobody dared to go inside the 
garden. The youngest daughter 
however was brave enough to 
go inside the garden and pick a 
red flower for herself.

The brave daughter of a man

Bhagyashree Sarkar, 
10 yrs, Unmesh
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“I want to be in the music profession as a music 
teacher and train kids. Any kind of people can be 
entertained by music.  People do not sit through 
speeches but when an expert singer performs people 
listen intently. Music prevents breathing problems.”

A PUC Student, Deepa

Sabia, Parivartan
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It was a summer afternoon when clouds 
began to appear on the sky. After some 

time the Norwesters started. 
Accompanying it was a hailstorm. We 

were all sitting inside our rooms. Mangoes 
were falling on the roof with a loud bang 

due to the wind. After the storm ended my 

friends and I collected and ate several 
fruits like mangoes, lichies, and 

blackberries.
That’s why they say ...

Storm hit, 
furious indeed,

but gathering mangoes
was really splendid!

Nandita Sardar, 10 yrs, Project Asha
“I dreamt one night that I am going abroad for 
studying flying in an aeroplane.”

Monika Murmu, 10 yrs, Project Asha
“I love gardens.”

A Summertime Story

Shibani D
as, 10 yrs, U

nm
esh



Sankalp 2012

40 AID Penn State

“i was dreamed himalaya mounten in the bangolure. one day evening i was walking in the 
himalaya the snow was falling, the air was warming from the east and the sun was going off 

at that time i was saw a house built by the glass it was so atractive and so quit so i was 
quieris about what is thare in the house and how it is? ... after some time one of the muny 

came thear and he thaouhgt me a mantra to get in the house. i tell that mantra and i was get 
in the house. i was so happy and in that house the peocack, deer and some birds are fying 

and playing in the house. it was womderfull to see that in the mirer. i saw my reflection in 
the mirer with the animalsand the quit birds it was extreamly wonderful ... it was 

unfergetable.”

“Before telling what I will do if I made a class teacher of a class. First of all I don’t 
like to become teacher or I don’t want to step towards the teaching profession. 
Suffuse unfortunately I become class teacher of a class I follow my favorite 
teacher’s principles  not on the whole but few like teaching skills  deceplene and 
control the student In the class. I don’t want to strict the children every where I leave 
them free but not be indeceplene. In my class Student should not crushed in a room 
and take hours and hours of class and make the students tired bored. And Disinterest 
in classes. There should be all type of classes that attract the student to schools, there 
should be games General knowledge classes pratical classes communication and 
how to develop personality and expose to the Competitive world.”Sa
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“A girl is watering a flowering plant”

Monti Acharjee, 11 yrs, Unmesh
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F rom enrollment in schools and colleges to 
opening bank accounts, the first thing you 

need to access any government service in India is 
a proof of who you are and where you live. Few 
poor people can prove who they are. They have 
no passport, Permanent Account Number (PAN) 
card or driving license to show their identity and 
address. Inability to prove their identity is one of 
the biggest barriers preventing the poor from 
accessing benefits of government welfare 
schemes. Lack of identity documents has 
resulted in large-scale exclusion of the poor from 
the targeted public distribution system (PDS). 
They are also excluded from the modern 
economy – they cannot open bank accounts and 
no one lends them money.

Central and state governments offer 
hundreds of welfare schemes for the poor. But 
most benefits fail to reach the hands of the 
intended beneficiaries. More than two-thirds of 
the food grain earmarked for the poor is 
siphoned off or adulterated by middlemen. A 
large portion of government money goes in 
paying ghost workers in government offices, 
ghost laborers in employment schemes and 
supporting ghost students in government schools!

Central to the problem of access and 
delivery of government services is the lack of a 
foolproof scheme that ensures a unique identity 
for every person. This is the primary objective 
with which the Unique Identification Authority 
of India (UIDAI) was set up in January 2009. 

The UIDAI was established as a subsidiary of 
the Planning Commission with the purpose of 
issuing, to all Indian residents, a unique 
identification (UID) number that is robust 
enough to eliminate duplicate and fake identities, 
and can be authenticated in an easy and cost-
effective manner. This UID, or Aadhaar – 
meaning “foundation,” will only guarantee 
identity, not rights, benefits, or entitlements. The 
UID is not a proof of citizenship. The UIDAI 
envisions full enrollment of residents, with a 
focus on India's poor and underserved 
communities.

Route to Identity
The UID number is based on an 

individual’s biometric and demographic 
information. To establish a unique identity with 
very low error rates, the UIDAI depends on 
capturing a combination of biometric markers – 
ten finger prints and iris scans of both eyes. The 
UIDAI has introduced Know Your Residence 
(KYR), wherein a person with a UID can 
introduce another person with no identity 
document. The UID of the former will be tagged 
to the UID of the latter to ensure his/her 
inclusion without compromising the integrity of 
the data.

The first step after enrollment is de-
duplication, where the data captured is matched 
against that of every other resident who has 
previously enrolled. This is to ensure that no 
person is enrolled twice and to avoid all double 

Aadhaar: Development through Identity

Shivakumar Jolad
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identities. It is a humongous computational task. 
With a rate of enrollment averaging one million 
residents a day, 100 trillion biometric 
comparisons are done daily! Using a 
combination of fingerprints and iris scans has 
drastically reduced the error rates as intended. In 
a recent test involving 84 million enrollments, 
99.965% of all duplicates submitted to the 
system were correctly identified as duplicates. 
The UIDAI enrollment system has thus proven 
to be reliable, accurate and scalable.

Politics of Identity
The road to giving unique identity to all 

residents has not been all that smooth. 
Opposition to the concept and implementation 
has been raised from the beginning, both from 
inside and outside the government.

Home Minister P. Chidambaram 
questioned the reliability of the UID and
opposed it on the grounds that it will 
compromise security. Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP), the principal opposition party, was 
concerned that the UID could be issued to illegal 
immigrants. But the UID was never meant to be 
a document of national identity, just as the Social 
Security Number (SSN) in the United States is 
not a proof of citizenship or residence. Apart 
from one’s passport, no other identity document 
can serve as proof of citizenship. The UID is 
meant to identify residents uniquely and to 
enable efficient delivery of services to targeted 
beneficiaries.

Another objection comes due to privacy 
concerns. The UIDAI was set up by an executive 
order, not as a legislative bill. This creates 

loopholes in ensuring legal protection of data 
obtained by UIDAI. Without a strong data 
protection law, data security and privacy could 
be severely compromised.

Besides the UID, a National Population 
Register (NPR) of all the usual residents of the 
country is also being created by the Department 
of Information Technology. Census Bureau of 
India was supposed to collect all demographic 
data for NPR during the census of 2010-11. In a 
later round, the biometric data of all residents 
would be collected and matched with census data 
to issue a national identification card to every 
resident. Even though NPR is almost a duplicate 
exercise to the UID, the Home Ministry was 
adamant on continuing to build the NPR. The 
conflict was resolved when Pranab Mukherjee, 
the Finance Minister, intervened and decided to 
mandate 600 million biometric enrollments each 
to UIDAI and NPR so that there is no
duplication of efforts. At the end of the process, 
a national identification card will be issued to 
every resident by NPR.

Current status
The UID is a demand-driven initiative, 

where the benefits and services that are linked to 
the UID will ensure demand for the number. On 
the other hand, NPR is mandatory for all usual 
residents. When the entire process is completed 
by 2014, India will be the first country to 
develop a biometric-based unique ID system for 
her residents on such a large scale.

As of March 2012, the UIDAI has 
achieved its target of 200 million enrollments for 
the financial year 2011-12. The number of 
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enrollments varies widely across the states. 
Andhra Pradesh leads with close to 40 million 
enrollments, followed by Maharashtra and 
Karnataka with 28 million and 11 million 
respectively until March 2011. There are many 
states such as Uttar Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, 
Madhya Pradesh and Gujarat which have large 
populations but low numbers of enrollments.

Even though enrollment has been going on 
at a rapid pace, the issue of UID cards has been 
very slow. In Karnataka people have waited 
almost six months to get their cards. My parents 
have not got their cards despite enrolling in July 
2011!

Benefits of UID
For the residents of India, the UID will 

become the single source of identity verification. 
It will obviate the need for multiple supporting 
identity documents to access various government
services, in a shorter time span and at reduced 
costs. It will hopefully enable and empower 
every resident to demand the services he/she is 
entitled to.

Perhaps the most significant impact of the 
UID exercise will be in opening doors hitherto 
closed to the poor. Having a UID will give the 
poor and underprivileged access to the formal 
banking system and the opportunity to avail a 
multitude of government services. It will also 
give migrants mobility of identity.

The UID can enable the government to 
shift from indirect to direct benefits. As 
announced in the 2012 Budget, the government 
is already moving towards direct transfer of 

subsidy to people.  It will also give the 
government a better understanding of India's 
demography and enable it to monitor money and 
resource flows across the country. Consequently, 
greater returns on social investments can 
hopefully be achieved by the government. The 
grand plan is to link each beneficiary in every 
government scheme to the UID. The scheme 
holds promise for the private sector as well, 
potentially allowing them to link their services 
and products to the UIDs of customers.

Pilot projects are being carried out on UID-
enabled e-payment system for Mahatma Gandhi 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act 
(MGNREGA) in Jharkhand, liquefied petroleum 
gas (LPG) distribution in Mysore and opening of 
bank accounts in Tumkur, both in Karnataka. 
Andhra Pradesh has successfully integrated UID 
data for distribution of ration through PDS.

Looking ahead
The challenges faced by the UID project 

are varied, beginning with the sheer scale of the 
Indian population spread across a vast 
geographical expanse. A significant 
technological challenge will be to develop 
solutions that can efficiently handle the 
computational complexity while being 
sufficiently robust to duplication and fraud. It is 
only appropriate that the project is being 
captained by one of India’s most successful 
technological entrepreneurs. Success of the 
project will also require significant coordination 
among the central and state governments setting 
aside political affiliations. In addition, the 
economic model behind this project needs to be 
sustainable in the long-term.
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The UID project is visionary in its 
conception. Will the implementation justify the 

vision? The answer to this question lies in how 
well the nation responds to the above challenges.
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“Gandhiji spoke of Swaraj in one 
year. I speak today of real people’s 
government in one year. Give your time 
to build a new country,” he said, 
speaking of a “total revolution” to end 
corruption in government. He wanted 
yuvashakti – the power of youth – to 
bring about the change he had dreamed. 
Deep discontent about corruption in 
government made millions of people join 
his movement. He wrote a series of 
letters to Mrs. Gandhi, pointing out 
specific incidents of corruption in her 
party and the Cabinet. She replied, 
almost immediately. Emphasizing the 
incorruptibility of the Prime Minister’s 
Office and promising stiff action against 
corrupt colleagues, she expressed 
concerns about communal connections to 
his movement. But JP did not see any 
action being taken against the deep 
rooted corruption…

T hat’s how a newspaper would have 
reported in 1974 during the anti-

corruption movement led by JP, Jayaprakash 
Narayan. The very fact that not much has 
changed in nearly 40 years, other than the 
identity of JP, is disturbing. Corruption in public 
life is still an issue, more serious than many 
comprehend. There have been numerous 
movements, struggles, and political battles aimed 
at ending corruption. The ongoing Jan Lokpal 
movement led by Anna Hazare and his team, 

a.k.a. Team Anna, is arguably the most 
successful of them. Anna, known for his work in 
building a model village, Ralegaon Siddhi in 
Maharashtra, has used Satyagraha as his primary 
weapon in this campaign. Cashing in on his 
Gandhi-like personality, the movement has 
quickly spread throughout the country, facilitated 
by the widespread use of social networking tools.

Team Anna, under the banner of “India 
Against Corruption,” prominently features 
Arvind Kejriwal, Justice Santosh Hegde, 
Prashant Bhushan, and Kiran Bedi. Kejriwal 
played a catalytic role in the movement that 
eventually led to the Right to Information (RTI) 
Act, 2005. He was also an AID Saathi. Former 
Supreme Court Justice Hegde served as the 
Lokayukta of Karnataka. Bhushan is the son of 
Shanti Bhushan, the first minister to introduce 
Lokpal bill in the Parliament in 1968, and is a 
leading advocate himself. Bedi, the first woman 
Indian Police Service officer, is known for 
introducing reforms in the notorious Tihar Jail. 
The team has many other famous members from 
civil society groups as well as religious leaders. 
Three hunger strikes, many rallies and numerous 
online events have made “I am Anna Hazare” 
one of the most famous slogans of post-
independence India.

I consider this movement to be successful 
at six different levels.

First, The Lokpal and Lokayuktas Bill, 

Lokpal against Corruption:  Panacea or Placebo?

Vikas Argod



Sankalp 2012

46 AID Penn State

2011 has been passed by the Lok Sabha (Lower 
House of Parliament) and is currently awaiting 
the response of the Rajya Sabha (Upper House). 
Independently, many states have also constituted 
the office of Lokayukt, creating an ombudsman 
at the state level. The bill tabled by the Union 
Government is still not perfect as per Team 
Anna; there is no doubt however that it is a 
significant achievement compared to previous 
such efforts. The team has objections to certain 
key provisions in the government’s version of 
the bill, such as the inability to take suo moto 
action on direct complaints from the public. At 
the same time, Team Anna has been successful in 
bringing the Prime Minister (PM) under the 
ambit of Lokpal, a provision vehemently 
opposed by the government.

Second, a spate of recent convictions – 
though not a direct result of the Lokpal bill – has 
seen several elected ministers (both central and
state) losing power and being sent to jail. A 
happy consequence of the Jan Lokpal movement 
has been that investigations and preliminary 
actions have been relatively quick in these cases. 
The strong sentiment against corruption has 
made political intervention or any deviation from 
the legal process relatively difficult. However, 
such processes still need to be institutionalized to 
make them independent of the people in charge.

Third, the long existing narrative of anti-
corruption has finally garnered significant 
attention nationwide. So far, this narrative has 
been relegated to discussions outside the 
electoral arena. Corruption has been a part of 
public life for a few decades in India, with even 
former PMs unfortunately washing their hands of 

it as “a reality and part of politics.” Policy 
prudence, or the conscience of policy making, 
has for long been overridden by political 
compulsions. The Lokpal movement has played 
an important role in guiding it towards thinking 
about graft more seriously. History has shown 
that such narratives are often vital in shaping 
major policies. The current strong narrative, if 
sustained, has the capacity to significantly end 
corruption in public life, in a generation or two.

Fourth, the idea of lateral accountability – 
accountability from people currently in power – 
is gaining popularity. In a democracy, the only 
means for a citizen to demand direct 
accountability from an elected representative is 
via the ballot. The astronomical scale of 
corruption cases unearthed by social activists 
using RTI has necessitated an institutional 
mechanism to handle these issues as an 
alternative to enduring a long-drawn legal
process or using the media to draw attention. 
Although there have been movements against 
corruption before, they did not have the specific 
mandate of establishing an anti-corruption body. 
Team Anna has been very successful in focusing 
on this key issue in the Lokpal bill. I see it as a 
clear sign of people realizing the need for lateral 
accountability in all the three arms of 
government – legislative, executive, and 
judiciary. It is a sign of a maturing democracy, 
when citizens begin to think along the lines of 
institutions rather than hero-worship their leaders.

Fifth, this movement has, in some sense, 
redefined the role of citizens in the process of 
policy making, a change often not perceived by 
the mainstream media as significant. For a long 
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time, public discussion was always initiated after 
a particular act was passed in the Parliament. 
Citizen bodies have rarely played a significant 
role during the process of framing laws. The Jan 
Lokpal movement is very mature in that sense. A 
well written draft of the act was initially 
presented to the public encouraging  informed 
public debates around its key provisions. A 
considerable number of people read the draft 
bills and actually compared the different 
versions, something unheard of in India. Yes, 
there was a lot of uninformed rhetoric too, which 
will eventually fade into insignificance. I see the 
need for such dialogue and debate around every 
bill taken up by the Parliament. When each of 
these bills has wider implications and influence, 
public participation will only make laws better.

Finally, the inclusive character of the 
Lokpal movement is praiseworthy. Diversity of 
opinion should exist and not be interpreted as
divisiveness. In Team Anna, diverse people from 
left-center-right ideologies and communities and 
leaders of all religions have found a common 
ground. Though differences in the team were 
exploited to ‘divide and rule’ by the government 
at times, the team members have more or less 
remained anchored to the common goal. They 
have remained non-partisan, while also 
becoming sensitive to the political angle of the 
movement. They have worked with all the 
political parties and participated in election 
rallies to send a message to elected members.

The first three points above are of a 
tactical nature in the war against corruption. But 
the subsequent three aspects should hopefully 
have a long term impact on policy making and 

public participation in such processes in India.

While I laud the Lokpal movement, I also 
believe that Lokpal is not the final answer to 
corruption in India. Team Anna often cites the 
example of the success of ombudsmen in 
checking corruption in Hong Kong. But it fails to 
understand that this success has been achieved in 
the context of the available economic freedom in 
Hong Kong. State intervention in every 
economic opportunity is one of the prime 
reasons behind corruption in India.

In India, the offices of the Central Bureau 
of Investigation (CBI), Central Vigilance 
Commission (CVC), and Comptroller 
Accountant General (CAG) were set up long ago 
to check corruption. In this scenario, it is not 
clear what novelty Lokpal can bring to the table. 
For example, the provision of improved 
appointment procedures, one of the strengths of
the Lokpal bill, can very well be implemented by 
the existing institutions.

Corruption is only a symptom of flaws 
inherent in the system. Archaic police laws, an 
over-controlled electoral process, heavy state 
presence in production of public goods, 
administrative services with a colonial hangover, 
anti-defection laws, essential commodities acts – 
these are some of the fundamental areas that 
need structural changes. The police department, 
still governed by an archaic 1894 law, is 
perceived to be the most corrupt department in 
India. Police reforms aimed at removing political 
interference in appointments, registering first 
information reports (FIRs), fixed tenure of police 
officers, etc. will bring about a systemic change 
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in checking corruption.

Elections are often the starting points for 
corruption in public life. I believe that electoral 
reforms for fixed term elections, increasing the 
current spending limits to pragmatic levels, and 
provisions for the right to recall will be very 
effective in checking corruption. The 
requirement of getting a license, be it for mining 
coal or selling cellphone services, breeds 
corruption. Auctioning of natural resources as 
opposed to licensing will abate most of the 
illegal activities.

It is important to note the distinction 
between Lokpal, which is a remedy for the 
malaise of corruption, and governance reforms, 
which are for rooting out the cause itself. The 
Lokpal is merely a top-down approach to solve 
the problem. Structural changes, of course, need 
to be implemented in steps. They are bound to 
cause substantial turmoil in the beginning. The 

recent news of cash transfer schemes, e-
auctioning, and the outcome budgeting exercise 
are welcome steps taken by the government 
towards transparency.

Decisive leadership is the need of the hour 
to introduce systemic changes, which are 
politically unpopular and face stiff resistance 
from the current beneficiaries. The message is 
loud and clear: India needs reforms, and not 
merely one more babu, to end corruption. Policy 
making is always an iterative process. So there is 
a need for this movement to be sustained in the 
coming years.

The Lokpal phenomenon has certainly 
awakened the population and kindled the hope 
that the cancer of corruption is curable. This shift 
towards a positive attitude is itself one of the 
biggest contributions of the Lokpal movement. 
May India emerge victorious in this battle 
against corruption.

Vikas Argod is an AID volunteer currently working in Pittsburgh. He also 
volunteers for IndiaGoverns Research Institute, Bangalore.
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M ental health has been defined by the 
World Health Organization (WHO) as a 

state of well-being in which an individual 
realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with 
the normal stresses of life, can work 
productively, and is able to make a contribution 
to his or her community (WHO, 2005). It is 
estimated that 6-7% of world population suffers 
from mental disorders. 
These disorders 
currently account for 
12% of the global 
burden of disease and 
trends indicate that 
their share will 
increase to 15% by 
2020. A recent meta-
analysis in India 
concluded that nearly 
1.5 million people 
suffer from severe 
mental disorders and a 
further 5.7 million 
suffer from various psychiatric disorders 
requiring immediate help.

Given these statistics, the importance and 
relevance of mental health is clear. Yet the 
resources available at present for dealing with 
the situation are distressingly inadequate (see 
inset). Statistics are only stark numbers; let us 
look at the issue of mental health from a more 
personal and human perspective.

Sidian Tang, a 42-year-old mother of 
seven children lives in Phramer – a village in 
interior Meghalaya. People in her village eke out 
their living through agriculture. Sidian’s husband 
died in a road accident and she was left to look 
after the children on her own. She started 
developing symptoms of depression. Within two 
years, five of her children died. A violent storm 

then destroyed her 
dwelling; she and the 
two remaining children 
survived because a 
kindly neighbor donated 
some tin sheets to put up 
as a shelter. The eldest 
daughter put up the new 
dwelling herself, and 
their entire possessions 
could fit into one 
suitcase. She had no 
access to mental health 
services and her illness 
worsened.

This was the condition in which the SAN-
KER team, as part of an outreach, saw her first. 
She could benefit from the intervention of 
mental health professionals. But she is neither in 
a condition to nor has the means to make it to a 
mental health center, the closest one being in 
Shillong 65 km (40 miles) away.

Meghalaya is located in North-Eastern 
India. 90% of Meghalaya’s population is 

SAN-KER: Mental Health and Care in the North-East

Sandi Syiem and Ila Lyngksiar Rynjah

Total psychiatric beds 0.25

Number of psychiatrists 0.20

Number of psychiatric nurses 0.05

Number of clinical psychologists 0.03

Number of psychiatric social 
workers

0.03

Availability of psychiatric beds and 
professionals per 10,000 population in India 

(Reference: World Mental Health Atlas, 2005)
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indigenous and has unique customs and 
traditions, especially the matrilineal system. The 
family name is passed down through the mother 
and the youngest daughter is the custodian of the 
family property. Though women do have a large 
say in the family, they do not have much of a 
voice in the public domain nor do they have 
representation in politics (one elected 
representative in a Legislative House of 60). 
34% of the population lives below the poverty 
line. The literacy rate is about 62%, which is the 
lowest in North-East India and 24th among the 
28 Indian states. The overall picture is one of 
poor utilization of resources sanctioned by the 
Central Government and a lack of development.

In this context, SAN-KER, which means 
“growth within protection” in the local Khasi 
language, has been working since 1990 on 
improving mental health care in this oftentimes 
overlooked part of the country. It started from
humble beginnings – ten beds in a converted 
cowshed. SAN-KER now has 80 beds and 
separate wards for men and women, acute and 
chronic care patients as well as substance-
dependent individuals.

We at SAN-KER believe that people with 
mental illnesses deserve a place where they can 
interact with others and be happy. At the entrance 
to the in-patient area is a mirror to indicate that 
one may see oneself in the people one attempts 
to peep at. Our philosophy is epitomized in our 
motto: “... by love serve one another.” In this 
atmosphere of love and caring, persons with 
psychiatric illnesses carry out their daily 
activities... and yes, live.

SAN-KER is primarily home to persons 
with bipolar affective disorder, schizophrenia 
and problems with addictions. People with 
autism and mental retardation also visit us as 
part of the day-care program that aims to teach 
essential life skills. They are joined by children 
who have been abandoned and have been 
sheltered by SAN-KER. We place great 
emphasis on constantly engaging those under our 
care in a variety of activities. Basketball and 
cricket are everyday favorites, community 
meetings come alive to the tune of the guitar, and 
the garden bears the fruit of many hours of labor. 
The entire campus is landscaped with green 
lawns and comfortable seating under the trees. 
This adds to the pleasant ambience of the place.

SAN-KER caters to at least 250 to 300 out-
patients on a weekly basis. Along with 
psychiatric services for acute as well as chronic 
illnesses, de-addiction and rehabilitation are key
areas SAN-KER works on. Spreading awareness 
and decreasing the stigma of mental health are 
part of SAN-KER’s policy as well. Accordingly, 
various programs are organized targeting, among 
others, traditional faith healers, policymakers, 
medical professionals, and schools – both 
students and teachers. Academics is an area that 
SAN-KER is committed to. It is recognized as an 
Indira Gandhi National Open University 
(IGNOU) Study Centre and offers a postgraduate 
diploma program in guidance and counselling.

SAN-KER, situated on what once was the 
outskirts of the city of Shillong, has continually 
faced an uphill task in serving the mentally ill. 
Qualified professionals, though initially drawn 
by the humanitarian nature of the job, find the 
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stability of government jobs or the allure of big 
cities difficult to turn down. However, 
humanitarian considerations far outweigh 
economic ones for us; the destitute and 
abandoned mentally ill need continued care and 
support.

SAN-KER is looking for support to 
upgrade the infrastructure to provide 
accommodation for the abandoned and the 
destitute, the children and the elderly. There are 
plans to set up a hospice for patients with 
terminal cancer in the future and also to improve 
facilities for academic activities to increase the 
available human resources. We have received 

some funding for our outreach programs from 
the Hans Foundation, New Delhi and are in the 
process of increasing the reach of mental health 
services in rural areas.

SAN-KER is continually looking at 
expanding its vision of providing quality mental 
health services. The base on which the center 
functions is well established – 22 years and 
counting. The aim is now to look to the future 
and seek further directions where an impact can 
be made at a larger policy level, and more 
importantly, in the lives of individuals like 
Sidian Tang.

Dr.Sandi Syiem is a reputed psychiatrist in Meghalaya and the founder of SAN-KER 
hospital and charitable trust. His daughter Ila Lyngksiar Rynjah is a doctoral student 
in the Department of  Clincal Psychology at the National Institute of Mental Health 

and Neuro Sciences (NIMHANS), Bangalore, Karnataka.

The SAN-KER Charitable Trust has been entrusted with running SAN-KER and all its activities. Income Tax 
exemption under Section 80G for donors is being processed but donations are being accepted. For further details 
visit www.san-ker.org
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T he children selling trinkets on 
Mumbai’s Marine Drive were 

drawn to the coloring books and crayons that 
Shubhangi Swarup had set out for them on the 
pavement. They, and soon the friends they 
brought along, began joining her frequently for 
storytelling sessions and eventually to learn 
some English and mathematics – sometimes 
right by the side of the street, sometimes under 
the scant shelter of store fronts when it rained.

Economic circumstances force many of the 
less privileged children in India to work or 
sometimes to beg. Some of them do not have 
access to schools, while others do not continue in 
schools simply because they have no
encouragement to do so. It is hard to argue 
against some of their compulsions. How does 
one convince a child selling knick-knacks on the 
street and feeding herself with the pittance she 
makes to go to school?  

Shubhangi Swarup and her initiative 
Hamara Footpath found a clever solution – 
taking education to the streets. Hamara Footpath 
makes a case for the kind of non-formal 
educational initiatives that allow many children 
to balance their current necessity with the 
possibility of better opportunities in the future. A 
brief discussion of the education scenario in 
India is apposite here to put the efforts of such 
non-governmental initiatives in context.

The government formulated the first 
National Policy on Education in 1968, resulting 
in a wide range of programs that were initiated to 
achieve the goal of universal elementary 
education. Some of these schematic 
interventions were: Operation Black Board 
(1986) to provide minimum essential 
infrastructure to all primary schools; Shiksha 
Karmi Project (1987) with special focus on 
children in remote rural areas; Lok Jumbish 
(1992) in Rajasthan to “catalyze and transform 
the mainstream educational system”; and Mahila 
Samakhya (1989), a scheme to empower women 
through education.

Over the past decade, the government has 
initiated additional steps towards the process of
restructuring elementary education via 
institutionalized frameworks. Sarva Shiksha 
Abhiyan (SSA) was set up in 2001 with the goal 
of universalizing elementary education together 
with bridging the prevalent gender and social 
gaps. Inspired by native wisdom which 
highlights the role of a village in raising a child, 
the SSA identifies the local community as a 
major stakeholder in the schooling system. It 
envisions an education system that does not 
alienate children from their natural social 
environment.

The Right of Children to Free and 
Compulsory Education (RTE) Act was passed in 
2009, making free and compulsory education the 
fundamental right of every child in the age group 

Going to School in India

Umamahesh Srinivas and Sumithra Surendralal
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of 6-14 years. The passage of this Act signals 
India’s progression to a rights-based framework 
that legally obligates the central and state 
governments to provide a child-friendly and 
child-centered environment for learning and all-
round development. Currently SSA has been 
identified as the main vehicle to implement the 
provisions of RTE.

Recent surveys estimate a massive 
network of a million public elementary schools 
in India, comprising nearly 80% of the total 
number of schools. The budgetary allocation for 
elementary education in 2009-10 was a 
whopping Rs 972.55 billion. While overall 
literacy rates have improved as a result of such 
heavy investments, the decline in learning levels 
is a matter of serious concern. Having spent 
5,000 hours in school, one in three children 
completing lower primary education still lacks 
the most fundamental skill – reading. Further,
many remote areas in the country, where formal 
public schools are either non-existent or 
dysfunctional, are still beyond the reach of the 
various schemes. What could be the reasons for 
this systemic failure?

A closer inspection of the budgetary 
allocation reveals that a mere 7% of the total is 
earmarked for interventions that directly benefit 
the children, with the remaining allocation going 
towards infrastructure, salaries, etc. 
Mismanagement of schools compounds this 
problem. Second, the RTE framework at its core 
is a centralized top-down model for the delivery 
of education services with little freedom for 
individual schools in the aspects of planning and 
resource utilization. Third, most of the 

governmental programs have the stated goal of 
improving literacy rate. However, these schemes 
often ignore the relevance of developing skills 
via hands-on training to the process of learning.

It is clear that the diversity of the populace 
and the staggering social and gender inequalities 
do not permit a one-model-fits-all solution to 
India’s education problem. At the same time, the 
top-down approach, while not perfect, is still 
perhaps the only feasible way of implementing 
projects at such a large scale. In this context the 
ongoing work of many non-governmental 
initiatives, albeit operating at a much smaller 
scale, is highly appreciable and brings some 
fresh ideas to the table.

Take the example of Hamara Footpath. Its 
activities are targeted at helping street children 
reclaim their childhood through a combination of 
fun and learning. Public spaces have been
transformed into learning environments for street 
children. Central to this philosophy is the belief 
that these children too should be encouraged to 
“have fun, question, learn, be creative and just be 
mischievous little kids.”

Another solution to the problem of 
accessing education while tending to livelihood-
based necessities is night schools. Many states in 
India have set up such schools. However, in yet 
another instance of government negligence, the 
concept remains a powerful weapon blunted by 
bad implementation and lack of visibility to the 
target population. It does not help that there is no 
pressure on the government to change this state 
of affairs – society is largely unaware of these 
schools and the problems they face. Public 
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debates do not take up their cause.

“I am Sanjay. I am 19. I work two jobs 
during the day to help my family and go to 
school in the evening. It is hard and tiring. 
Having a day off is a rare thing. But I keep 
going, because I want to become a businessman,” 
says a student supported by Masoom, a non-
profit organization based in Mumbai, 
Maharashtra. Masoom runs the “Night School 
Transformation Programme” in collaboration 
with several night schools in the city and focuses 
on assessing and improving the infrastructure, 
gauging the quality of teaching provided, 
advocating the rights of the night school 
students, and engaging in debates over policy 
and governmental support. Several other 
volunteer-based organizations and corporate 
groups have stepped up to fund this initiative. 
The Masoom model has been designed for 
replication and implementation in other schools
and other states in India.

Perhaps one of the pioneers of the night 
school movement is the Barefoot College in 
Tilonia, Rajasthan. The first school was started in 
1975 to cater to children who took animals out 
for grazing during the daytime. The curriculum is 
inspired by the immediate environment – for 
example, students learn about the roles of local 
civil servants such as revenue officials, postmen 
and policemen. Village elders are often invited to 
share their experiences, traditional wisdom, and 
skills. Currently the program runs 116 night 
schools with more than 3,500 in attendance, of 
whom 2,800 are girls.

A remarkable aspect of the Barefoot 

College education is the first-hand exposure to 
democratic processes via the Children’s 
Parliament. Following an elaborate election 
procedure – complete with canvassing, election 
symbols, manifestos, and secret ballot – 
Members of Parliament are chosen and they elect 
their Prime Minister, Cabinet Ministers, and 
Speaker – all aged 6-12 years! The  Cabinet's 
responsibility is to ensure proper functioning of 
the night schools. For example, the Energy 
Minister is responsible for the solar lanterns used 
in the schools. This system provides an 
invaluable opportunity for the children to see 
democracy and self-governance in action.

The key challenges faced by any 
developmental project are sustainability in the 
long-term and scalability. The non-governmental 
initiatives of the kind discussed above are unique 
in their efforts to reach out to the children – 
particularly girls – from poor and
underprivileged communities who were left out 
of the formal school system. In doing so, they 
have pursued a bottom-up process for 
empowerment, raising questions about their 
coexistence with the different top-down 
approaches pursued by the government.

This brings us to the related issue of style 
of functioning. Often NGOs follow a 
decentralized administrative set-up to ensure 
smooth flow of funds and greater operational 
flexibility. Government schemes on the other 
hand are typically equipped with tighter finance 
monitoring mechanisms and operate in a 
hierarchical set-up with associated bureaucratic 
hassles. A compromise could be to marry the 
virtues of the two different operational styles in a 
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partnership model, for example, by setting up 
autonomous bodies with a flexible work culture. 
The Barefoot College model opines that 
designing rigid business models for development 
is not always the solution since the target 
population is underserved, and it advocates 
private-public partnerships as the way to go.

The SSA and subsequently the RTE have 
actively encouraged community involvement 
and ownership of the schooling system. So far, 
however, this has remained a lacuna in the 
implementation process. Perhaps a solution to 
the scalability problem lies in involving the local 
community more actively. Hamara Footpath 
relies on volunteers from the neighborhood to 
teach the kids. The night schools of Barefoot 
College are in fact one part of a larger social 
transformation in Tilonia targeted at village self-
reliance, touching upon aspects such as water 
conservation, health care, livelihood generation
via handicrafts, and harnessing solar energy. In 
Project Asha in Purulia, currently funded by AID 
Penn State, we have seen the benefits of 
identifying local people as teachers.

The initiatives can also differ in their 
aspirations, to either compete with and challenge 
the government program or to complement the 
formal system and eventually integrate into the 
mainstream structure. A case in point is Lok 
Jumbish whose failure, notwithstanding 
tremendous promise, was attributed in part to its 
positioning as an entity outside the government. 
Sikshana in Bangalore, Karnataka, which was 
supported by AID Penn State, has seen success 
in its attempts to integrate into the mainstream 
public education system by partnering with the 
state government.

A common thread in many developmental 
initiatives discussed here is the choice of 
education as a means of empowerment. In fact, 
the government-initiated Shiksha Karmi project 
has validated the hypothesis that “demand and 
hunger for learning exists in all segments of 
society and that ordinary persons, appropriately
selected, trained and supported, can function 
effectively as teachers and social change agents.” 
This only heightens the responsibility of the 
government, NGOs, and individuals like us 
towards realizing the dream of universal 

Photo courtesy: Hamara Footpath.
The title of this article is inspired by the educational initiative of the same name 
(http://goingtoschool.com).
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