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Introduction

How alive do we feel in our current pursuit of livelihoods and life? Running on the needles of the clock,

many of us are on a relentless quest for a meaningful life and for contentment. We strive to accomplish our
intellectual, financial and spiritual growth amidst the prevailing economic, social and ecological injustices. How
do we negotiate this push and pull and design our lives in a way that makes us feel alive?

In the quest to understand this deeply, we designed the 52 Parindey Fellowship programme that explores
meaningful and regenerative livelihoods that makes one feel alive i.e., ‘Alivelihoods’., As part of the
programme, a group of individuals, all youth, travel across the country in search of Alivelihood practitioners
or Parindeys (free birds who designed their own paths). The Parindeys were identified and finalised collectively
by our team and the fellows. They lived with them and documented their life journeys to understand how they
earn their livelihoods in a socially and ecologically conscious manner.

Individuals on this journey are from diverse backgrounds, but share a similar value system in life, and have
a relentless thirst to learn and a passion to travel. As a part of the 52 Parindey Fellowship, these individuals,
who are fellows on the programme and who have authored the pieces in this book, set out on a journey to
explore and understand the Alivelihood practitioners within their chosen domain of inquiry. They travelled
extensively in the most responsible and sustainable manner to venture into remote areas across the country.
They lived with their Parindeys and experienced first-hand the work they do and the associated joys and
challenges. In doing so, they built their worldview by closely studying the impact one’s livelihood can have on
society and the planet.

The arientation workshop for the first cohort of the fellowship was hosted at Deccan Development Saociety,
Zaheerabad, in September 2021, followed by the travel exploration by the fellows. Subsequently, a reflection
workshop was hosted at Bhoomi College, Bangalore, in January 2021.

This book offers a collection of stories of the Parindeys and their Alivelihoods written by the fellows. These
Parindeys have found their Alivelihoods through their planet-centric approach, creating an enriching world
around them. Through this book, we celebrate their journeys and their effort into bringing their eco-conscious
livelihoods, and their emerging importance in today’s world, to the forefront.

In addition to the stories, the book is a compilation of enriching experiences and reflections of the fellows
who have undertaken this brave journey and explored distinct domains in different parts of the country. The
anecdotes of the Parindeys and the fellows shows the underlying emotions, attachments and efforts their
negotiations have demanded from them. We believe sharing these stories will make Alivelihoods more visible
to the youth at large and may catalyse acceptance among them.

We hope this offering of fellows and Parindeys journey will inspire more youth, to pursue the Alivelihoods of
their choice.

- Team Travellers’ University
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The Road Less Taken

‘Alivelihoods’ is a word that | had honestly been a little uncomfortable with. Does it create the impression
that only some kinds of work keep us ‘alive’? Could it, though unwittingly, appear judgmental of certain kinds
of work? Does it allow for diversity in preferences, aptitudes, skills and capacities in human beings? And
moreover, how do we explain some seemingly dull or repetitive ‘work’ whose outcome or fruits we enjoy?

Yet, | do see the importance of breaking free of societal expectations, of having the courage to pursue one’s
dreams, or of recognising burnout or feelings of purposelessness that are often experienced by some people
in relation to their work. | realise that this may not be possible for everyone. Some of us are privileged to be
able to follow our dreams and passions, and privilege can come in many forms: supportive family and friends,
economic security, courage or the guts to go against the tide and so on.

The work of Traveller’'s University (TU) and the 52 Parindey Fellowship programme that they run is supremely
important in facilitating those who want to take the “road less travelled by” (Robert Frost’s poem, ‘The Road
Not Taken’) or those who need maybe the little nudge or reassurance to make the shift, to change paths.

And they do it, being very mindful of many principles and values like caring, slow travel, forming friendships
and relationships and community, empathy, networking, dialogue, working with one’s hands, and so on ... all
very important elements towards a just and ecologically sustainable world.

In my journey with this book, the work of my young friends at TU has helped dispel some of my questioning of
the term ‘Alivelihoods'. | realise that supporting people to take paths that have a kinder and smaller footprint
on our planet will in the long run play a role in effecting the transformations that we so desperately need
today.

Sujatha Padmanabhan
Kalpavriksh Environmental Action Group & Vikalp Sangam
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Integral Learning through
Experiential Travel

“Jobs fill your pockets, adventures fill your soul.”

“Remember that happiness is a way of travel, not a destination.”

“The world is a book and those who do not travel read only one page.”

“Travel is the only thing you buy that makes you richer.”

“Travel is my therapy.”

“Not all those who wander are lost.”

“Travel is an investment in yourself.”

“The goal is to die with memories not dreams.”

“Travel. Your money will return. Your time won't.”

“Some beautiful paths can’t be discovered without getting lost.”

“Collect moments, not things.”

“Live life with no excuses, travel with no regret.”

“Adventures are the best way to learn.”

“OF all the books in the world. The best stories are found between the pages of a passport.”
“Work, Travel, Save, Repeat.”

“Travel opens your heart, broadens your mind, and fills your life with stories to tell.”
“I'love places that make you realise how tiny you and your problems are.”

“Have staries to tell not stuff to show.”

“| travel because | become uncomfortable being too comfortable.”

These are not my quotes but they all fit my thought process. Because even though | was at a university for

8 years, | could not gather my system in place to pass even a single exam properly. | graduated with a PG
diploma in Journalism in eight years. | just did not know how to study and read and memorise to pass exams
that could get me a degree to get a good job.

Fast forward, the next 30 years | travelled; and travelled far and wide, and ended up learning life skills, human
behaviour, social good, empathy, compassion, knowledge, ethnography, geography, history, culture, heritage,
people, languages, food, habits, class, caste, love, care and wisdom. Almost none of them are taught in
classrooms in the manner that one can learn by experiencing.

That is why | admire Travellers” University. TU was not even formed when | had the privilege to meet and
know Rahul. He came with a wild idea of travelling every day for a year by frugal means and documenting
changemakers every week, people involved in eco-conscious careers. | may not be able to do that then | must
travel through Rahul, | thought to myself. And the 52 Parindey gap year project thus happened in 2015-16.
Gradually in a couple of years, his act became a full-on initiative in the form of Travellers” University. | feel
every knowledge and learning space should be a TU and every person must be a student of TU.

This year, at TU, we have been able to document another set of 51 great changemakers and their inspirational
stories through the 52 Parindey fellows. These acts and stories of transformations are great documents with
the power to make ripple effects.

At Digital Empowerment Foundation, who supports TU holistically, we wish to express that we have been
privileged with this association and we learn a lot from all acts of TU and the actors of 52 Parindey Fellowship
through their selfless work.

- Osama Manzer
Digital Empowerment Foundation
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Amal Dev M
Alappuzha, Kerala

Amal Dev M is a passionate social worker and an
enthusiastic traveller. He is a resident of Alappuzha
in Kerala and has completed his Master’s in Social
Work from Bharata Mata College, Kochi. He explores
his passion for social work through his travelling.

As a part of the 52 Parindey Fellowship, he has
explored learning and education in different parts of
India. Amal believes he learned and unlearned more
things during this fellowship journey than in his 25
years of life.

The 52 Parindey Fellowship journey was an expedition of my inner self. It helped me to get a deeper
connection with myself and it shattered many of the misconceptions that had been within me. |
strongly believe that | learned and unlearned more things during this fellowship journey than in my
25 years of life. Exploring the Alivelihood paths of my Parindeys makes me feel alive all the time
and inspires me to choose the same path.



Prologue

| was not mentally adjusted to the idea of getting a job after my PG. | was constantly questioning myself
about the next step after MSW when | came to know about the fellowship. It still sounds like a fairy tale to
me. During the last hurdles of research in PG, | frantically googled for fellowships that would allow me to
travel and learn at the same time. Many caught my eye, but none aroused my passion. So, that attempt was
abandoned and | went back to my routine life. But, the very next day when | opened the college WhatsApp
group, | saw the brochure of the 52 Parindey Fellowship shared by our professor. | still can’t describe in words
what | felt at that moment. When | got the call about the fellowship, | felt my insatiable desires storm down as
torrential rain inside me. The search for places to combine study, travel, and meeting other people ended up at
Travellers’ University, but it was born out of my educational experiences.

Only after school, did the thought arise: this is not the way to study. And | had no antidote to this slow
realisation. Most of my school days were spent sitting in some corner of different classroom rooms. The main
reason was that | did not know my own likes and interests. This continued to my Bachelor’s. Later, solo trips
become a part of life. And | started swimming against the current. After three years of BCom, the main reason
behind the firm decision to do MSW was rooted in the travelling experiences.

But it was voluntary work in Adishakthi that overwrote the purpose of later trips. It showed me glimpses
of the struggles experienced by the tribal community that | had only seen in textbooks. It was the burning
questions that arose from that point onward that led me to the journey of the 52 Parindey Fellowship.



Map of Amal’s Journey
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Parindey: Nazar Bandhu
Alivelihood: Social Work

Region: Chakla, Parganas District, West Bengal

My main objective is not community development; it is my happiness. Social work is
its by-product.

- Nazar Bandhu

Bandhu Tea Shop (a file image)

Different people find their happiness in life in near the Loknath Baba Temple, which is considered
different ways. Abdul Nazar, a young man from as the heart of Chakla. Whoever goes to Chakla and
Muvattupuzha, finds his happiness in living as the asks, will be shown the way to Bandhu's house with
Bandhu of Chakla, a small village in West Bengal. a smile on their face and even more joy. Everyone
In Bengali, ‘Bandhu” means a friend. Nazar resides in the village, regardless of their age, calls him
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“Bandhu”. Nazar hails from Muvattupuzha in the
Ernakulam district of Kerala. He spent his school life
at different places in Ernakulam. He then graduated
with a degree in Sociology from Islamia College,
Thalikulam. He later pursued his postgraduate
studies in Social Work from Sri Sankaracharya
University.

The beginning of a revolution at Chakla was marked
when the metamorphosis of Abdul Nazar to Nazar
Bandhu took place. We could even classify the
Chakla as before and after Bandhu. Nazar first came
to Chakla in 2011 as a project coordinator for the
Human Care Foundation. He later remained there as
part of the work for five long years. It was during
this period that Nazar began to learn more about
the village. Chakla is a village located in North-24
Parganas, the most populous district in India. The
nearest government hospital is 18 km from the
village. There are eight doctor’s clinics in Chakla.
Most of them are quack doctors with educational
qualifications below SSLC. Government schools that
run badly or hardly function, students dropping out
halfway through their studies, financial exploitation
by landlords against farmers..these are a few of
many problems that are being faced by the villagers
of Chakla. Despite the closure of his project, Nazar
decided not to leave Chakla as he witnessed and
endured all these problems for those five years.

In 2016, Nazar founded his own venture, the Zero
Foundation, a Non-Governmental Organisation in
Chakla. In the beginning, he faced many crises
like financial hardship. He would carry out the
organisation’s activities by borrowing money on

A farmer taking jute to other cities for export
(Photo: Amal Dev)

interest, with the help of friends, and spending

his life’s savings. Most of the villagers made their
living by farming and Nazar chose the same path.
Chakla’s landscape is rich with jute, mustard fields
and paddy cultivation. In addition to these, nurseries
are another form of farming in which people are
engaged. Nazar started a nursery on a leased plot of
land and also provided employment to a few farmers.
Although he was relieved of his financial difficulties,
he found it very difficult to understand the problems
they were facing. In order to overcome that, Nazar
settled in Chakla. To learn more about the villagers,
he first started a tea shop there. The perception of
tea shops as a place where people talk about the
village and the local issues gave rise to this idea.

He named his tea shop “Bandhu. The tea shop later
played a significant role in making him a Bandhu of
the entire people of that village.

“During my time with Daya Bai | learnt that when
working in a community, only by being a part of that
community can one understand and recognise their
problems,” Nazar adds. Travelling was a major part
of Bandhu’s life. His time with Daya Bai, a social
activist from Kerala working among the tribals of
central India, pertaining to his internship at Masters
in Social Work and his stay with Buddhist monks

in Himachal Pradesh as part of the Dalai Lama
Fellowship gave immense strength to his life’s
journey.

Through Zero Foundation, Nazar Bandhu aims at
rural development by means of decentralisation.
Rural development is being pursued through

the areas of women empowerment, education,

A woman taking tuition for children at her home as the schools
were closed due to the Covid-19 outbreak (Photo: Amal Dev)
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agriculture, housing plans and health. The first
project implemented by Nazar with the help of
Human Care Foundation was to build and furnish
toilets. The project was completed successfully, but
the toilets were not kept clean and caused further
health complications. The first thing Nazar then did
to learn about the village was to conduct a detailed
survey. Each of the projects were later implemented
based on that survey. With reference to the data
received from the survey, houses worth rupees 1.5
lakhs were constructed for the 25 poorest families
in the village. Nazar sought to implement women'’s
empowerment in Chakla by linking education,
agriculture and self-help groups. He was able to
succeed to some extent, but it wasn’t easy at all in
the beginning. Nazar was mistaken as one of the
scammers by the victims of the money laundering
scams that took place in the village earlier. Yet

he was not ready to give up. Due to his constant
interaction with the villagers, individual self-help
groups began to form. After its formation, Nazar’s
first aim was to provide primary education for all the
women in these groups. Later, the women of these
groups took loans from the co-operative banks and
started farming. Today, there are 43 SHGs operating
under the Zero Foundation. Currently, at least one
new self-help group is formed every week in Chakla.
Nazar and the women often meet on the veranda of
the Chakla Mandir to form a group.

Government schools in and around Chakla were
operational only in name. In addition to that, the
standard of education is below average. It was also
common for children to drop out of school and go
for paid jobs. Nazar then began to take tuition in
the evenings for a few children, thinking he could do
something regarding the same.

“The current Ideal Learning Centre is not a school; it
is a space for lovingly reminding students of school

subjects, giving them pens, pencils, books and bags

with games and laughter. It started in a small room,
and gradually more children joined the classes. Then
a new building was built. Building in the sense, it is
a shed. As the number of children increased, so did

the number of teachers. Started with one, then two,
three, four and now it has reached five,” says Nazar
Bandhu.

‘Bengal Yatra’ has been a part of Zero Foundation
since 2017. It is held in the month of December
every year. It is a 10-day trip through the villages of
Bengal. Only 25 people are provided the opportunity
to be part of the travel. “If asked why, the true
answer is that the purpose of the travel is to travel.
To see, to experience and so on...” Nazar adds. The
impact of the Bengal Yatra on its participants was
not small. Anuradha Sarang, an IT worker who took
part in the Yatra the previous year, is currently

Nazar Bandhu while forming the 42nd Self Help Group (Photo: Amal Dev)
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working with Nazar on a new educational project in
Chakla. Muneer Hussain, a young man who travelled
to Bengal in 2019, wrote and published the book
‘Bengal Diary Kurippukal (Bengal Diary Notes). These

Learning Centre under Zero Foundation (a file image)

are among the finest examples of how huge changes
are created in human thinking through travelling.

Nazar has no worries, dreams or complaints about
the Zero Foundation’s future projects or prospects.
Nazar believes that everything happened as part

of his happiness. While many young people find
happiness in making money and gaining fame, Nazar
finds his happiness in the smiles that come from the
hearts of the people of Chakla. The life he created
for himself, as a Bandhu to an entire village and its
people, and the joy he experiences by being a part of
their lives is beyond words.

Nazar Bandhu can be reached at:
24 contact@zerofoundation.in

| https://www.zerofoundation.in
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Nazar Bandhu was the first Parindey | met before being accepted into the fellowship. | too became Chakla’s
friend when | looked for Nazar’s house from the rickshaw. Even today, when | think of Bengal, the first thing
that comes to my mind is, “O Bandhu...”. Decentralisation and education are the engines that propel any rural
development project forward. Through the self-help group gatherings held on the temple veranda, a young
man named Abdul Nazar demonstrated to me that no matter how deeply entrenched casteism and bigotry are,
they can be dissolved in the embrace of humanity.

For me, there wasn’t a clear answer to the question of what to do after studying social work. And when
Bandhu stated that his main objective was not community development but his own happiness, and social
work was its by-product, | saw more than just the endless possibilities of social work. It was also a window for
me into the concept of ‘Alivelihood’.
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Interviewing Bandhu



Parindey: Rajaraman Sundaresan
Alivelihood: Freelance journalist

Region: Muniguda, Rayagada District, Odisha

Why should the tribal people remain silent when they are being brought to their knees
in the dark room of helplessness, and their legacy is being uprooted?

- Rajaraman Sundaresan

7y ~ R

Raja capturing the excavations at Magadh CCL in Jharkhand (Photo: Amal Dev)

Rajaraman Sundaresan, a 29-year-old freelance
journalist, is driven by the sharp-edged questions
that he puts forward. While most of the mainstream
media, being puppets to the corporates, remain silent
on the issues in the tribal regions, Raja takes the
voice of tribal people to the outside world, conveying
the stories of survival and annihilation which has
become a part of their lives. “Every human being
has a guise. | sometimes wear a journalist’s mask
and sometimes an activist’s,” says Raja. Moreover,
he sees all tribal movements as learning centres.
Raja believes that a child from a tribal area can gain
more knowledge from the movements than they can
from school. “I too am learning from every tribal act
of dissent.” Raja adds.

Raja resides in the tribal village of Muniguda in

Odisha. Although a Tamilian by birth, he spent most
of his life in Bhubaneswar. It was during Raja’s
college life that he was drawn towards working for
the justice of Adivasi people. His life journey from
an engineering student to being part of the lives

of tribal people of Muniguda was also in search of
answers to many of his questions. Raja’s study and
life was always driven by questioning the status quo
around him.

In 2012, Raja graduated from the ‘Kalinga
Institute of Industrial Technology’ with a degree

in Telecommunications. It was during this period
of study from 2008 to 2012 that Raja began to
learn more about Adivasis. The ‘Kalinga Institute of
Social Sciences’ (KISS) was located near the college
where Raja studied. It is considered as the largest
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Raja in a discussion with people about the consequences of mining (Photo: Amal Dev)

educational institution in the world for indigenous
students. There were some tribal students in his
class as well. No matter how many times Raja tried
to interact with them, he could not establish a
friendship with anyone. In 2009, Raja co-created a
voluntary service group, ‘Rhythm of Nation’, in the
college with the main objective of creating political
awareness among the students and supporting the
poor. During this time, Raja tried to learn more about
the Adivasis from the students in his class as well as
from the school.

After completing engineering in 2012 he got a job at
an IT company. But within a short time of working,
Raja realised that his purpose in life was far from
what he was doing then. It did not take long for him
to realise that he had to stand up for the Adivasi
people. The same year, he resigned from his job and
joined KISS as an Executive Officer. Within a short
span of time, Raja started noticing a fear in the eyes
of the children. He began to observe them keenly.

In order to know more about them, he deliberately
befriended the hostel warden and security guard.
That is how Raja came to know about the shocking
incidents that took place in the hostel. Children

are not supposed to use phones in hostels. If at all
they find someone using a phone, they would seize
and destroy them by throwing it on the wall in

front of the students. This instilled a huge fear in
the minds of the children. Later, Raja began to pay
attention to every change and practice made by the
school authorities. Cutting children’s hair, setting up
Hanuman temple at school, organising only Hindu
festivals, etc.
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So, after working for two years, Raja joined Jindal
University in Haryana for a postgraduate degree

in Public Policy. The struggle for justice was also a
major part of his educational journey. Jindal had
similar views to that of KISS. Raja figured that
Jindal had financial dealings with several mining
companies and later organised students to protest
strongly against it. Even today, Raja is ashamed of
the fact that he was also a part of the educational
institutions which were built by eradicating the
Adivasis in the name of development. As part of
his postgraduate research, Raja chose to study the
factory schooling model at KISS, which revealed

to him the agenda of the institute. Most of the
country’s mineral reserves are in Odisha and in
areas mostly inhabited by tribal people. There are
62 different tribal communities in Odisha. If one
wants to mine the minerals from those areas,

the Adivasis have to be evicted. This residential
education thus becomes a perfect plan to do so.
Students spend most of their lives at school and
only occasionally visit their homes. When they
come home for vacation, the children would have
forgotten even their own tribal language. Reforms
and regulations to eradicate their tribal identity are
being implemented in all of these private residential
schools. In addition to it, these schools are financially
supported by the biggest mining companies in the
country.

Raja mostly conveys his protest against the
exploitation of the Adivasis through his writing.

He has published numerous articles in various
mainstream online news portals regarding the same.



When Raja learns about a problem, he reaches out to
the most affected people and engages directly with
them to understand the roots of the issue which
makes him unique in what he does.

Although Raja says it is his duty to convey the
struggles faced by the Adivasis to the world and
make them heard in the socio-political context,

the repercussions are also immense. When it was
decided to select KISS to host the World Anthropology
Conference, Raja was one of the few people who
wrote strongly against it from the very beginning
and reached out to other people. As a result, more
than 200 tribal leaders, academicians, activists,
student union representatives and others related to
tribal rights movements signed the petition against
the selection of KISS. Later, some prominent social
activists from around the world, like Boaventura

A tribal woman talking about the issues they
face due to mining (Photo: Amal Dev)

de Sousa Santos, Arturo Escobar, Gustavo Esteva,
Virginius Xaxa, Ruby Hembrom, Walter Fernandez,
Aninhalli Vasavi, Ashish Kothari and Nandini Sundar
were among those who supported the appeal to
exclude KISS from co-hosting the World Anthropology
Conference in 2023. As a result, KISS as the venue
was revoked.

Through his writings, Raja exposes the arrogance
and insensitiveness of the State towards Adivasis

as well as the hidden agendas of the corporates.
Raja asserts that the freedom struggle that took
place ahead of 1947 was not the only one, but when
Adivasis dissent against the State and the corporates
for their land and their rights, that in itself is
another freedom struggle.

“Only indigenous (Adivasi) justice can lead us
to social justice.”

- Rajaraman Sundaresan

Raja believes that social justice is not just about
providing basic amenities, health and education to
all. It also embodies the tribal vision of restoring the
dignity of all life forms and the land we live in.

Rajaraman Sundaresan can be reached at:

¥4 osr.usocial@gmail.com

Earlier, a tribal hamlet. Today, a coal mining field (Photo: Amal Dev)
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It was Raja who taught me to constantly ask questions to myself. | realised that every tribal struggle, every
movement, is a learning space. | learned the most from my travel to the tribal region of Jharkhand with Raja.
Most of the owners of mining companies that prey on the tribal communities in Odisha and Jharkhand top
India’s rich list. When those employed at higher posts of extractive companies are graduates from the leading
colleges and universities in India, the relevance of the prestigious education they receive must be questioned.

While the main problem faced by the tribal student community in Kerala is the lack of timely and adequate
educational benefits, the situation is reversed in the mineral-rich eastern states. There, the roots of the
existence of Adivasis are being cut and changed by imparting education. A visit to Kalinga Institute of Social
Science, an all-tribal school in Bhubaneswar, made me realise that. All of Raja’s sharp protest struggles with
his pen inspired me to step into the world of writing.

Checking the photos captured in Jharkhand with Raja



Parindey: Mini M. R. & Sudhi S.
Alivelihood: Education

Region: Wayanad, Kerala

It was life at Kanavu that inspired me to start Gothrathalam. Without Kanavu, today
| would be living as a drop-out student. | pass on to the children what | had learnt

from Kanavu.

- Mini

Kanavu (Photo: Amal Dev)

Each being is a butterfly in their own garden.
‘Kanavu’, an alternative educational institute,
situated in the Wayanad district of Kerala, was
one such garden. A garden of little butterflies with
magnificently large wings and dreams. Kanavu
means ‘dream’ in Malayalam. Kanavu is one of the
oldest alternative educational institutes in India.
Set up in 1994, they have stitched the dreams of

many till 2016 when the institute was forced to

shut down due to a financial crisis. Now, Mini and
Sudhi have come to restore Kanavu back to life.

Mini is an alumnus of the same institute. After
graduating from Kanavu, Mini established another
alternative educational institute called ‘Gothrathalam’
for underprivileged students from Dalit-Adivasi
backgrounds.
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The journey of an exceptional change started when
Mini and Sudhi got married in 2011. Along with
Sudhi, Mini shifted to Ravi Nagar Colony near
Kanjiramkulam. There are 58 families in Ravi Nagar
that belong to the sub-caste (gothram) called Vedar
and most of them survive on daily wages. The colony
majorly faced problems like alcohol abuse, substance
abuse and domestic abuse. Mini also started noticing
that the children had to face huge difficulties when
it comes to their academic progression. Mini started
thinking about bringing all that she learnt from
‘Kanavu’ to the children of Ravi Nagar colony. This
thought led to the establishment of ‘Gothrathalam’,
an institute for alternative education, in 2012. Before
its establishment as an educational space, it was a
space for folk music which was set near their house.
Initially, the main objective of Gothrathalam was to
reduce the drop-out rate of Dalit-Adivasi students by
reinforcing confidence in them as well as their skills.
The classes were majorly focused on spoken English,
personality development, socio-political awareness
through skits and role-plays, and were scheduled for
every Saturday and Sunday.

Moreover, they organised numerous camps at various
places to help the students with socially relevant
subjects like sex education and gender equality.
Gothrathalam, as an educational institute, gave equal
importance to these subjects, which goes hand in
hand with the concept of Kanavu. ‘Bhranthu Kali’, a
play directed by Shyam Raji and performed by the
students of Gothrathalam received huge recognition.
It was a satirical play based on the fable of a fox
who took advantage of internal conflicts among
goats to feast on them, which reflected upon the
contemporary socio-palitical context.

Mini and Sudhi at Gothrathalam (File photo)
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After one year of Gothrathalam’s establishment,
Mini was selected for a scholarship-based leadership
training by ‘Kanthari’ (https://www.kanthari.org),

an organisation committed to empowering social
visionaries. A year of vigorous training became

the core strength of the institutional progression

at Gothrathalam. By 2015, Gothrathalam started
gaining the attention of mainstream media. Articles
were written and published, the focus of most of
them being a girl who grew up under ‘Kanavu’
setting up another alternative education institution.

However, the constraints of space and money
following the construction of their house forced Mini
and Sudhi to shut down the initiative in 2018. The
helping hands of their friends and loved ones had an
immense impact on the working of Gothrathalam,
as they were not receiving any income from the
work. Additionally, Mini took Kalari classes in
private schools and Sudhi provided treatment at
houses and in private hospitals using an indigenous
system of medicine in order to meet the expenses
of the organisation as well as their domestic
expenses. Travelling was a major tool for learning
at Gothrathalam. Every student had a piggy-bank in
which they collected money, which was used for the
travel expenses. These were ways by which Mini and
Sudhi tried to manage their financial crises.

Sudhi and Mini met in 2003 at ‘Mitraniketan’
(https://www.mitraniketan.org), an organisation
based out of Thiruvananthapuram, which imparts
development education to marginalised sections

of the society. A friendship and love of eight long
years paved the way to their wedding. Sudhi was
involved in various tribal protests from the period
of his academia. In addition to that, travel to tribal
areas and understanding and engaging with the
obstacles they faced were part of Sudhi’s life. At
present, Sudhi focuses on sharing his knowledge of
indigenous medicine to the next generation for the
safe preservation of the native medicine culture.
Sudhi and Mini live a life that is very close to the
rest of nature, and the leaves of edible plants from
their surroundings are a part of their food.

“I have travelled a lot. Even though | have
visited many schools during those journeys,
| could never find something like Kanavu.”

- Mini

The origin of Kanavu is an interesting story in itself.
Renowned playwright and film director K. J. Baby
and his wife Sherly Joseph are the founders of this



organisation. The present space of Kanavu was once
a drama training academy. The hiding spot for Mini
and her friends when they skipped school was the
home where Kanavu came to life. Even though K. J.
Baby tried several times to send the kids to school,
but they ended up as failed missions. Pondering over
their refusal to attend school was the wings to the
dream called Kanavu.

Mini was born in a Paniya tribal community in
Wayanad and studied in a government school nearby.
Mini stopped her studies when she was in fourth
standard due to the constant harassment from her
classmates and teachers. The continued harassment
and avoidance from them due to her tribal identity
was part of her everyday school life. “Even now, the
sight of that school makes me anxious,” Mini adds.
At home, they spoke ‘Paniya’, their native language,
and Mini got her exposure to Malayalam from the
houses where her parents worked. However, that
language was filled with hostility and oppression.

“I have only heard Malayalam in a way which
established communal dominance,” Mini said. This
created a fear in her whenever she heard Malayalam
in her school. Lack of pens, books and uniform added
to the reasons for Mini to quit school. “Today, the
situation has changed. If a student does not attend
school, the ST (Scheduled Tribe) Promoter of the area
visits their house and investigates the situation. In
earlier days, this wasn’t the case,” she added.

Later, Mini came to Kanavu. “Kanavu, the word

itself means dream and this was indeed a dream.
Handcrafts, dance and songs attracted me to Kanavu.
Those are the things in our blood, right?” says Mini.
Mini was just one of the many at Kanavu, who left
school for similar reasons. Kanavu was an idea

Volunteers Amal, Ali, and James assist
Sudhi in repairing the barn
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Children at Kanavu from their music class (File photo)
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that evolved from such minds which gave a lot of
importance to art in academic spaces. The art-based
learning at Kanavu comprised of Kalaripayattu, one
of Kerala’s traditional martial arts, indigenous and
folk art forms, Bharatanatyam, Hindustani dance
and music forms, pursuing musical instruments and
many more.

Kanavu stood different due to their unique approach
towards teaching subjects. They did not allow
learning to be constrained by the four walls of a
classroom; instead, encouraged learning through
experiences. As part of this, they travelled to various
alternative learning spaces with their children.
Kanavu had a unique way of categorising their
students using the level of perception as the criterion
regardless of their age or educational history. The
children resided together at Kanavu as a family,

and they used self-cultivated vegetables and grains
for cooking. Even the visitors to Kanavu would
become facilitators by sharing their experiences and
knowledge with the children.

Kanavu has created the vastness of a sky for their
children to dream. Even though Kanavu is no longer
functional, Mini and Sudhi are sincerely trying

to revive it from its dormant state to its original
glory. At present, they have restarted teaching
Kalaripayattu at Kanavu after reviving the Kalaripura
(training space) which stopped its services yeras
back. They have also started providing training in

indigenous medicine systems. The income generated
from this is used for the educational purpose of the
children who used to go to Gothrathalam.

The story of Mini’s life that began from Kanavu

and her return to the same place for its revival is
inspirational. Sudhi and their five-year old daughter,
Ekthara, are her pillars in this journey. “We are not
concerned about her education as she is learning a
lot of new things along with us,” says Sudhi. Life and
education are not two different things and that is the
concept they live with and are trying to show to the
world through Ekthara.

Mini and Sudhi can be reached at:

4 ekthara123@gmail.com

Sudhi, Ekthara and student Aneesh
preparing a massage kit (Photo: Amal Dev)
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Sudhi, Ekthara and Mini (Photo: Amal Dev)
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Dropping out of school is a major problem faced by various tribal communities even today. Kanavu, an
alternative school that started with an accurate understanding of that problem, is a great example of providing
education to tribal children. Why no such efforts are taking place in Kerala is a very worrying question. Two
alumni: Mini, the founder of Gothrathalam, and Leela, Kerala’s first Adivasi film director, are enough to mark
the scope of Kanavu. Mini’s recollections of the educational methods used in Kanavu made me feel as if my
schooling was a dark chapter in my life.

Kanavu is a place | travel to again and again. It was there that the beauty of the life of the tribal people
touched my heart. Roasting mud cakes with Kanavu’s butterfly Ektara, eating medicinal plants growing in
the forest, catching crabs in the rainy evenings, and coating walls of the Kalari shack with dung are all fond
memories of Kanavu. It is these memories that make Kanavu the most beloved place.

i i)
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With Ekthara, Sudhi, Mini and the volunteers at Kanavu



Parindey: Madhav Raj
Alivelihood: Education

Region: Dharmapuri, Tamil Nadu

This journey of my life started from Puvidham. | met my life partner here and our

children study here.

- Madhav Raj

Madhav Raj and Meenakshi meeting teachers (Photo: Amal Dev)

Puvidham is an alternative school or learning
centre that provides a humane and child-centred
educational environment. Puvidham means love for
the earth. Madhavaraj is not just the correspondent
of Puvidham, but also a role model for children. He
has been learning and growing with Puvidham for
22 years now.

Madhavaraj was born and raised in a small village
called Balajangamanabhalli in Dharmapuri district of

Tamil Nadu, and belonged to an impoverished family.
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His father had two acres of land and farming was
their only means of livelihood. After the completion
of his 12th grade schooling, he was doing odd jobs
in construction sites and wondering about what to
do next. That was when he got to know about a
vacancy for a teacher at an alternative school called
Puvidham in Nagarkoodal village, just 4 km from
his farm further away from the town of Nallampalli.
He thought that while teaching he could also take
care of the education of his sister’s 3-year-old child.
The academic ideas of Meenakshi and Umesh, the



Madhav Raj presents drawing books and crayons to
children as part of Diwali celebrations (Photo: Amal Dev)

founding duo of Puvidham, felt unbelievably new and
refreshing for Madhav Raj.

At the same time Madhav Raj was also ashamed

of the academic environment that he studied in. “I
have put down the same essay that | learnt in 10th
standard for 12th as well and I'm still embarrassed
about the same,” says Madhav Raj. He concluded
from the discussions with Meenakshi and Umesh that
they want to set a path that is different from the
traditional learning system. That is how Madhav Raj
joined as a teacher at Puvidham in 2000.

Meenakshi and her life partner Umesh came to
Nagarkoodal village in 1992 to live a simple life

and grow their own food organically and hoping

to research about Meenakshi’s educational ideas.
The present greenery of Puvidham is due to the
transformation of the 12-acre barren land which
they bought in 1992. Dharmapuri had a dry arid
climate and always faced acute scarcity of water. In
1992, when Meenakshi and Umesh moved into this
place, there were no water sources. Initially, they
used to bring water for drinking on a cycle from a
borewell in the neighbouring hamlet of Avvainagar
which was located at a distance of 1 km. or their
animals and other household uses, Meenakshi used
to carry water pots by headloads from a spring
around 300 meters away. Later in 2003, they bought
a place with a source of water, which was the
location of the hostel (Old Hostel) till 2013, from
where they started transporting water by tankers for
the school and house. In addition to this, the lifestyle
and the agricultural methods that are implemented
in Puvidham help them immensely in managing the
above-mentioned scarcity of water. Dry-toilets and
the urine-water mixture used for cultivation are two
of the best examples of the same.

Meenakshi did not want her children to study in

the mainstream educational system due to her

own experiences. “Highly competitive minds as

well as a destructive mentality towards nature

with a manifestation of dual behaviour is what

the mainstream education cultivates and | had no
intention to send my children to these schools.
Therefore, | decided to home-school my children,”
added Meenakshi. Meenakshi was from Uttar Pradesh
and she wanted her children to learn in the language
of the place where they lived, that was the reason
why she appointed Madhav Raj, to teach herself and
her children Tamil.

Children helping in the garden along with their teacher. (Photo: Amal Dev)

52 Parindey Fellowship | 27



Sustainable living is the major goal of Puvidham

as a learning centre. Madhav Raj initially doubted
how parents would send their children to a school
without exams, ranks or blackboards. However,
today, including his son, around eighty children
study in this space. The students indulge themselves
in everything from agriculture to cooking, which

is necessary for a person’s day-to-day sustainable
living.

The syllabus for a sustainable living at Puvidham

is divided into five categories: Sun, Earth, Water,

Air and Atmosphere. The syllabus for each class is
prepared after considering the NCERT guidelines as
well as the age of the learners. Each module consists
of four stories in two languages. Whatever they learn
in Tamil during the morning session is taught in
English during the afternoon session. Children are
introduced to new concepts through activities and
games. Soap manufacturing, agriculture, cooking,
woodwork, arts and crafts are essential aspects of
their syllabus.

“It took me more than three years to comprehend
the ideas that are put forward through the education
provided at Puvidham,” adds Madhav Raj. Meenakshi
sent Madhav Raj to Vikasana, situated at Bangalore
for further training only after three months of him
joining Puvidham. He considers that one month’s
training period at Vikasana, under the guidance of
Malathi akka, as the next stage of his life. There he
learnt how to interact with children and how to teach
them. After returning from Bangalore, his perspective
towards education started to change. Along with
Meenakshi, Madhav Raj prepared a new syllabus

incorporating the academic needs of the children, in
2009. It was the beginning of a beautiful change. It
paved the way for the children to learn more from
and along with the rest of nature.

Madhav Raj is still learning from his journey at
Puvidham. There were many obstacles that he had to
face during this journey. One such obstacle was his
short-tempered nature as a teacher. “I was a teacher

Students fetching water for gardening at Puvidham.
(Photo: Amal Dev)

Meenakshi caring for the cows at Puvidham. (Photo: Amal Dev)
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who used to get angry even for small mistakes
committed by the students. Even though Meenakshi
akka had warned me numerous times for beating
the children, my anger used to get the better of me.
However, a student | taught changed my perspective,”
said Madhav Raj. When physical punishment was a
part of his teaching method, one day a child came in
without doing her homework. The answer he got for
why the child did not do the homework made him
laugh. “I had written it on this page, but now it is
not there,” was the child’s answer. After which the
child showed her hand in advance with a numbness
expecting to receive the punishment. After this
incident, Madhav Raj stopped getting angry with
children and learnt to trust them and laugh with
them.

“One thing that has surprised me about Madhav Raj
is his sincerity. His learning instincts are still in place
and very active as well. Children love to spend their
time with him as he tells them stories from his life
experiences as well as his travel journeys. | made
sure he travelled all the way to the Himalayas to see

the country. Every year the 7th and 8th class children
and Madhavaraj travel to far-off places and spend at
least a month away from home!” says Meenakshi.

In the last 22 years from its foundation, Madhav

Raj has been there as a part of the ups and downs
of Puvidham. Madhav Raj has not only succeeded

in spreading the philosophy of sustainable living to
children but has also succeeded in embracing it to
his heart. He still aspires to spread these concepts to
numerous children in future.

Madhav Raj can be reached at:
¥4 puvidham@gmail.com
https://www.instagram.com/puvidham__

@ https://www.facebook.com/
Puvidham-728634441164157

& http://www.puvidham.in

Madhav Raj along with the residential students of Puvidham during an online class for students staying at
home due to the spread of COVID-19 pandemic. (Photo: Amal Dev)
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| felt the place was exactly the same as its description: A university for sustainable living. Puvidham is a
place where you learn to live. | thought about when it was that | started to independently deal with situations
that affected me, and I did not have to go beyond my twenties. But the small and big men of this university
are experts of the highest degree in this regard. Agriculture, cooking, and other sustainable living lessons
need to be given the same importance (or more) than lessons about evolution, LCM, and the human body

in mainstream education. Part of the education was a brilliant 10-year-old boy zealously stopping me from
dumping my leftovers into the garbage bin and then punishing me by making me do sit-ups.

Engaged in farm work at Puvidham



Parindey: Pranith Simha Moolam Reddy
Alivelihood: Education

Region: Dantewada District, Chhattisgarh

There are numerous lesser known regions across India for the youth to explore. A
platform if established for the same would benefit the youth and the regions alike. That
is how we, in 2012, started a volunteer organisation. We named it Bachpan Banao.

- Pranith

Pranith Simha (Photo: Amal Dev)

Pranith Simha Moolam Reddy is the founder of the
NGO ‘Bachpan Banao’. The NGO is located in the
Dantewada district of Chhattisgarh. The primary
objective of Bachpan Banao is to improve the
education system in rural-tribal regions. Pranith
hails from the Kurnool district in Andhra Pradesh.
The life journey of Pranith, liberating the children
of sidelined families from Dantewada through
education, is quite a beautiful one.

At first, Pranith arrived in Dantewada to volunteer
with a doctor couple serving the rural communities
there. His primary assignment was to assist them

in conducting medical camps. Fond of spending
time with children, Pranith used to conduct science
workshops for school students. The reflections of
these life experiences inspired him to start Bachpan
Banao.

Bachpan Banao took its shape as an organisation
through a group of young volunteers. Pranith started
Bachpan Banao with the aim of bringing together
youth from different parts of India and sharing their
knowledge with the children of Dantewada and at the
same time creating an opportunity for the youth to
develop a deeper understanding of the region.
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Pranith openly admits that he had a poor
understanding of the education system during the
initial stages of Bachpan Banao. It was only a year
later, the above-mentioned volunteering activities
became a one-year-long fellowship programme.
Even though the fellowship became a success, the
goal of building a team was not achieved as one
year was too short a time. After that, with further
efforts, it became Bachpan Banao, the organisation
we see today. Bachpan Banao now works towards
the empowerment of the public education system.
There are two model schools- ‘Samata’ and ‘Sapnon
Ki Shala” operating under the NGO. Samata school
is located in Kurnool district in Andhra Pradesh

and Sapnon Ki Shala is in Dantewada district of
Chattisgarh. With the two schools, Pranith aims

to set examples for how government schools can
operate utilising limited resources. Bachpan Banao
also trains the teachers for transforming government
schools.

Pranith’s engagement in social action goes back to
his parents’ influence. He grew up with around 30
other children in an orphanage run by his parents.
After completing his schooling, Pranith joined IISER
(Indian Institute of Science Education and Research),
Pune, to pursue his five years integrated engineering
degree.

Even in Pune, what attracted Pranith was social
work. There were numerous slums around the
college. Pranith, along with a friend, started a tuition
centre to provide better learning opportunities

for the children there. The duo ran the tuition

centre in the first year, and their classmates joined
them in the second year. Gradually they became a
volunteer group of around 40 students working in
four slums. The initiative later came to be known

by the name ‘Disha’ (https://www?3.iiserpune.ac.in/
outreach/socialoutreach/disha). Pranith used to spend
more time at these study centres than in his own
classrooms. He received numerous accolades and
appreciation from his college and outside.

From his life experiences, Pranith understood that
people would easily recognise and appreciate even
if one engages in small social activities in urban
settings. Activities of ‘Disha’ offered him similar
experiences. These appreciations and felicitations
made him think, “Why am | doing this? Are people
really getting benefitted from my work? Or am |
doing it because of the happiness | derive from the
appreciation for doing this work? | started asking
these kinds of questions to myself. That’s where my
journey began,” says Pranith.

Students and teachers at Bachpan Banao discuss topics that won the science Nobel prize. (Photo: Amal Dev)
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Dropping out of college in the fifth year instead

of choosing a research topic, and travelling to
Dantewada was the answer to these questions. It
was from this journey, the NGO Bachpan Banao and
the school Sapnon Ki Shala took shape.

“After having worked with government schools, we
strongly felt that there had to be a model school
so that the teachers understood the ideas we were
putting forward,” says Pranith.

Pranith worked in government schools of Dantewada
for 6 years before starting the model school, Sapnon
Ki Shala, in 2018. The aim of the school was to
provide teachers with a reflection of the ideas put
forward by Bachpan Banao. To bring about the
transformation of government schools, Pranith used
to arrange trips for the teachers to well-functioning
private schools across India. Even though the
teachers were able to appreciate the functioning

of these schools they were reluctant to get used

to such systems. The difference in the socio-
economic backgrounds of the schools was a major
reason. Government schools functioned with limited
resources, while private schools had highly qualified
teachers and deeper pockets. Pranith realised that it
was crucial that they have a school set in the socio-
cultural backdrop of Dantewada, and this was the
start of Sapnon Ki Shala.

“96-98% of the tribal children in Dantewada get
enrolled in 1st grade. Providing education to these
many children is a big win for the government.
However, the reservations guaranteed by the
constitution can only be availed after the completion
of the 12th standard. The real question is how

many children complete their 12th. Only 33% of

the children complete schooling. 60-65% of them
drop out of school between 1st grade and 12th.

This means that 60-65% of children cannot avail of
the reservation guaranteed by the constitution for
uplifting the social status of the tribal communities,”
says Pranith.

Another reason behind starting Sapnon Ki Shala,
according to Pranith, is the lack of importance

tribal cultures are given in the current mainstream
education system. Pranith has been working for

the past 10 years for the educational upliftment

of tribal children. He questions the injustice and
non-representation in the varied issues he has seen
through these times. The most significant of these is
the Brahminism reflected in the syllabus.

“A for apple, B for ball, is how the English alphabet
is usually taught in schools. But the children from
the tribal region of Dantewada would have never

Paintings made on stone by students at
Sapnon Ki Shala (File photo)

Sapnon Ki Shala (Photo: Amal Dev)
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seen an apple before coming to school,” says Pranith.
Children are to be initiated into education by
introducing them to objects and events of daily life.
Pranith points out that it is mostly people belonging
to the upper caste who prepare the education
syllabus in the mainstream education system. The
reflections of these can be seen even in the examples
mentioned in these textbooks. Pranith added that
one major reason for children dropping out of school
is that there is nothing the tribal students can relate
to in this kind of education system.

Another problem similar to the above-mentioned
one is that of an unrelatable academic calendar.
“Children are given holidays on occasions like
Diwali, Holi, Ramzan, Christmas, etc. But tribals

do not even celebrate any of these festivals,” adds
Pranith. Inscriptions in golden letters speak volumes
of how India is a land of diversities, however,

these diversities often only reflect the interests

of the mainstream population. Pranith proves the
practicality of a point through Sapnon Ki Shala-

students must have their weekly holidays on their
market day and not weekends. On Wednesdays,
teachers and students will not be seen in the
classrooms of Sapnon Ki Shala. They would be
busy with the activities of their weekly market. On
the following day, they share their experiences and
observations in their tribal languages.

‘Sapnon Ki Shala’” means ‘school of dreams’. One
feeling that ripples onto all the visitors of Sapnon Ki
Shala is how huge the role of freedom in schools is.
One would see students rising up to the teachers and
teachers humbling down to the students. Starting
with what language to communicate, when to study,
and what to study, all are decided by the students.
Yardsticks of freedom of conventional schools turn
invalid here.

“I do not consider Sapnon Ki Shala as an alternative
school. | do not even agree with the term alternative
education. This is how education should be given,”
says Pranith. Pranith puts forward the idea of how
government schools can operate within limited
resources. He has been successful in making this
idea a reality. He hopes there will be more such
model schools in the future. Pranith is tinkering
with his dreams of taking knowledge and values,
derived from experiments carried out to fulfil socio-
economic-cultural needs, and applying them in the
mainstream education domain.

Pranith can be reached at:
¥4 bachpanbanao@gmail.com
@ https://www.facebook.com/bachpanbanao

& https://bachpanbanao.com

Teacher engaging a class of students at Sapnon Ki Shala (Photo: Amal Dev)
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What is the most desirable element in a school? It is not classrooms, uniforms or computer systems. What
makes a learning centre perfect is the freedom children possess. Sapnon Ki Shala is a place where Adivasi
students weave a dream etched in freedom.

What would children feel other than sheer boredom when they are force-fed capsules of knowledge while being
crammed inside four walls for seven or eight hours a day? This was one of the questions that raged inside me
the most during the last few days of my stay at Sapnon Ki Shaala.

With Pranith at Dantewada



Parindey: Gourav Jaiswal, Navendu Mishra
Alivelihood: Education

Place: Seoni, Madhya Pradesh

| used to actively engage in various community services throughout my school

and engineering days. | think the seed of what | do today sprouted through these
early engagements. It was while studying in college that | became part of Museum
School (http://www.parvarish.weebly.com) which worked in the area of community
services as a part of education. Later, after completing my studies and took up a job,
those experiences helped me realise my true calling was in community services as
compared to what | was doing as part of the jab.

- Gourav Jaiswal

| always considered myself to be marginalised since | was denied a scholarship as |
belonged to the General Category. However, it was only after | worked with people from
much worse environments did | realise | was privileged. It was then that | realised that
due to a lack of basic knowledge, people were deprived of their opportunities and rights.
From that realisation, | decided to do something that helps people and also gives me a
source of income. Later, | actively started participating in local protests and community
campaigns. It was in one of such programs | met my current co-founder, Gourav.

- Navendu Mishra

Agrini (File image)
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Students of Agrini (Photo: Amal Dev)

Gourav and Navendu are the founders of Agrini
Public School. The experimental model school, Agrini,
started in 2014 with the vision to improve public
education and make education accessible to all. The
school is situated in the Pench Tiger Reserve area

in Seoni, Madhya Pradesh. Similar political outlooks,
philosophies and life experiences were what drew
them to work together. It was while participating in a
protest for the Seoni-Nagpur four lane road in 2008-
09 that Gourav and Navendu met each other. Later,
they got the chance to understand each other more
through various other protests and campaigns and
strengthen their friendship.

The current Agrini Public School was born from the
non-profit organisation, Agrini Kalyan Samaj Society.
One of its first initiatives was Neev (https://www.
facebook.com/watch/?v=4168060954781), in 2012.
The project Neev started from Gourav questioning
the lack of play schools in villages like the ones in
cities. That was how anganwadis were converted
into a play school model using local resources.
Teachers of the anganwadi were given computer
training and students were given the opportunity
to learn multimedia. This was the first time such a
project was successfully launched in India. Further,
the project was undertaken by the Madhya Pradesh
government and implemented in around 15000
anganwadis as a pilot project.

“Shikshalaya has an important role in most
of the things we do today. | think the greatest
thing | learned from Shikshalaya was self-
confidence - | realised the impossible could be
possible.”

- Gourav
Shikshalaya, the centre for resources, had a great

role in the emergence of Agrini. In 2012, Gourav
started Shikshalaya (https://youtu.be/I-yomhdHocY)

as a place for children to get together and do
activities of their liking. Shikshalaya was situated
in a godown on the premises of a panchayat in
Kurai. In the beginning, workshops on photography,
painting and filmmaking were conducted for children
to imbibe their interest in these fields. But later it
transformed into a community space. Workshops
on agriculture and farming were conducted for the
parents of the students. In addition to it, self-help
groups were formed for women and unemployed
youth.

“One of our realisations while working
in Shikshalaya was the limitations in
implementing our ideas in government
schools.”

- Gourav

Improving the public education system was a major
focus of all their initiatives. Through Shikshalaya,
they organised workshops for the students and
teachers of government schools. It was then Gourav
noticed that the teachers in Kurai government
school regularly arrived late. He presented this
issue in a panchayat meeting. Consequently, the
panchayat informed the tribal department of Kurai
of the same and a fingerprint-punching machine
was installed as a solution. Though initially, the
teachers did not fully agree with this, eventually
they started reaching the school on time. Navendu
focused largely on imparting awareness of the
constitutional values in children and elders. He firmly
believes that the existing education system should
be reformed and an amicable society cannot be
formed without proper human values. The strong
principles upheld by Navendu are clearly reflected
in his work. To educate students on the functioning
of a panchayat, he engages them in collecting

Navendu taking class for his students (File Image)
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Gourav spending time with the students of Agrini
(Photo: Amal Dev)

information on different projects done by the
panchayat. Navendu has received many fellowships
such as Changelooms Learning Fellowship, Plus
Trust fellowship, IIM Lucknow Prerna Fellowship, and
Wipro Seed Fellowship. He shares all the knowledge
acquired through these fellowships to the teachers
and students of Agrini.

“| grew up in Kurai village located close to Pench
Tiger reserve. Most of the inhabitants were farmers,
government employers and teachers. The government
schools had teachers who rarely showed up. Parents
who were well off could send their children to Seoni.
Others eventually left their education,” says Gourav.

The Agrini Public School was founded keeping in
mind their experiences with government schools
through the Shikshalaya project and the needs of
Kurai village. It was in the same village where Gourav
was born and grew up. Agrini puts forward the

idea of learning through experience. The residents

of the village have a major say in most of the
decisions taken at the school. They have been given
the freedom to even decide the fees for children
studying in the school. Another uniqueness of Agrini
is the importance given to co-curricular activities.

A netball camp was organised in the school as part
of promoting gender equality and the students
participated in the ‘One Nation Netball Championship’
(https://www.facebook.com/OneNationNetball) with a
mix of both boys and girls in a team.

“Along with conducting the school, we also
participate in local elections and protests and help
the candidates to make their election manifesto,”
says Navendu. Both Gourav and Navendu have

a very clear political stand. They participate in

the political processes through ‘Nagrik Morcha’
(https://www.facebook.com/WeNagrikMorcha), a
political party in the Seoni district, founded by
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Navendu facilitating a workshop on Constitution
literacy (File photo)

Gourav. Nagrik Morcha has contested several times
in elections conducted in Seoni and has won twice in
the Municipal elections. The ‘Unmanifesto’ campaign
is another golden feather in their political career.
Through Unmanifesto they collect opinions from

the youth, help in creating a people’s manifesto

and present it to the candidates. In addition to

this, they are also part of the national organisation
‘Shiksha Satyagrah’ (https://www.facebook.com/
shikshasatyagrah) which aims to make quality
education accessible to all.

Gourav Jaiswal (Photo: Amal Dev)

“In our opinion, school is a social organisation.
Because, school is part of society, and it works
for the development of the same society later.
You can never separate a school from the
fabric of society. To make this possible, it is
important that one trusts the society.”

- Gourav


https://www.facebook.com/shikshasatyagrah
https://www.facebook.com/shikshasatyagrah
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Navendu Mishra (Photo: Amal Dev)

“We would shut down the school the day we
feel that Agrini has become a huge success.
Because we believe in the model of public
education.”

- Navendu

Anyone visiting Agrini can clearly see the ideas and
values put forward by Gourav and Navendu being
reflected through their teachers and the students.
Even while calling it an experimental school, Agrini
still becomes a role model to other private and
government schools through its way of functioning.
Navendu’s opinion that the school would be shut
down when it becomes a huge success is also based
on the practical success of the above-mentioned
model. As they believe that children should receive
education through the public education system, they
also work on changing the government school system
through Agrini by making necessary interventions.
While Agrini is openly presented to the world as

an experimental school, we can see the battle for a
revolution in the education system and new creations
born through these experiments.

Gourav and Navendu can be reached at:
¥4 contact@agrini.org
https://www.instagram.com/agrini.society
@ https://www.facebook.com/agrini.org

& https://www.agrini.org
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Why are there so many alternative schools in India?
Why are there so many tests in the curriculum

and methodology? These types of tests are playing
no small role in the changing face of mainstream
education. It was from Agrini, an experimental
model school that | realised that behind any
transformation there is struggle and creation. |
understand that if we want to bring about a change
in education, it is possible through the above two
factors. One, the existing obsolete teaching methods
should be dismantled and two, the formation of
model alternative schools with innovative curricula
and teaching methods should be mandated by the
government. Life experiences at Agrini have taught
me to embrace new ideas that arise within me with
confidence.

Listening to Gourav sharing his life journey



Parindey: Isha Sheth
Alivelihood: Education

Region: Dediapada, Gujarat

| was a member of Balsena since childhood. | learned a lot from there. | understood
my rights as a child, how to practically use them, and to make decisions on my own.

- Isha Sheth

Isha Sheth (Photo: Amal Dev)

Through her project Aaranyak, Isha Sheth uses the
concept of self-learning to work with students of
tribal communities. It was her parents’ organisation,
Shaishav, that inspired Isha to spearhead such

a big project at the age of 21. Isha’s life journey
from Shaishav to Aaranyak bore witness to the
transformation of her worldview.

Isha is a resident of Gujarat. She spent most of her
childhood at Shaishav, the organisation founded

by her parents, Falgun and Parul. The organisation
champions the cause of empowering children
through child rights. Their work in the slums of

the Bhavnagar district of Gujarat aims to help
children overcome slum life challenges such as

child labour, child marriage, gender discrimination,
and rampant drug abuse. Balsena, an independent
children’s group, is one of the most important
projects of Shaishav. The transformations that the
Balsena community created within the children were
tremendous. Balsena has played a major role in
enrolling 14,000 children in schools over the past
25 years. At that time, child labour was pervasive in
the slums of Bhavnagar. But over these years, it has
declined by 85%, according to Shaishav’s records.
Shaishav’s wealth of experience is proving vital to
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Learning materials of Shaishav (Photo: Amal Dev)

many NGOs working for children in Gujarat. Another
important factor that differentiates Shaishav is the
tools that are used to empower children. Lots of fun
games and songs, as well as extensive, fun learning
materials, are a boon to Shaishav’s resource centre.
All the tools mentioned above are reflected in project
Aaranyak, as all the experiences of Shaishav are so
deeply ingrained in Isha. “Life in Balsena has taught
me to pursue my dreams,” Isha added.

“After going to Swaraj, | fell in love with that
place. The greatest gift | got from there in two
years was to learn more about myself - what
my values are, what my beliefs are, and how |
like to learn.”

- Isha
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Isha coaching facilitators (Photo: Amal Dev)

After completing her schooling, Isha was worried
about her future direction when she chanced upon
Swaraj University in Udaipur, Rajasthan. Swaraj
University (https://www.swarajuniversity.org) is an
alternative university that promotes self-designed
learning. The two years of life and study there gave
birth to varied life experiences of self-realisation in
Isha. She believes that Swaraj has been able to weave
perspectives on things around her and strengthen
her inner beliefs and values. She also gained valuable
friendships at Swaraj. “There were very few people

in the batch. But during my time in Swaraj as well
as now, they are with me. | got friends from Swaraj
whom | could call at three o’clock at night and talk to
them without any trouble,” Isha said.

After two years of study in Swaraj, Isha went from
Udaipur to Dediapada in Gujarat to design and
implement the ‘Aaranyak’ project. Aaranyak means
‘those who live in the forest’, a fitting name for a
project which works with tribal children. Aaranyak
was the result of a confluence of Isha’s self-designed
learning from Swaraj and her childhood experiences
in Shaishav. Aaranyak currently operates in 14
villages and eight residential schools. There are two
learning centres- Vanshala operating in 3 villages out
of these 14 villages. The children decide everything -
what to learn, how to learn and so on. 240 children
are now part of the three learning centres. Although

Aranyak’s facilitator taking classes for students at a
government school in Dediapada (Photo: Amal Dev)



the children did not fully understand the process of
self-designed learning, Isha was able to quickly nudge
them in the right direction. Facilitators in Aaranyak
play a key role in this. The 12-member strong
Aaranyak team is passionate about working with
children. Most of them are youth from tribal areas.
They make even the smallest of events extremely
effective. Additionally, teenagers in residential
schools are being educated about gender equality
and sex education.

“When we first arrived, the children did not
talk much or ask questions, but the most
important change we can see now is the
increase in their confidence. Now, when they
have a question, they ask the facilitator and
request a change in the activities that do not
interest them. The children have grown to
make decisions on what they need to learn.”

- Isha

Along with self-designed learning, Aaranyak also
embraces the concept of a child-friendly village.
The concept of a child-friendly village is mainly
aimed at forming a collective of children similar to
Balsena, and raising awareness about their rights
in these 14 villages. Furthermore, Aaranyak seeks
to create awareness among parents, teachers and
the elderly about child rights. Looking back on
Aaranyak’s beginning three years ago, Isha believes
that many positive changes have become apparent
in the children. These changes are visible when one
interacts with the children.

“Whether it is mainstream education or
alternative education, I've felt that children
should be free, accepted and loved as they
learn. A learning centre must provide space
for that. And most importantly, children
should enjoy the process of learning.”

- Isha

Isha aims to build her own learning centre in

the future to enable self-designed learning. The
Panchayat has given their community halls to run
the learning centre with the children. She aims to
build a learning centre based on the model of a
semi-residential school that provides shelter for
orphans and children of single parents. This is in
addition to the plans of creating children’s collectives
and numerous child-friendly villages. Isha is able to
generate deep insights into education systems at a
young age due to her life experiences. The ardent
support of her parents inspires her to move forward
in life. Meanwhile, their worldview and beliefs are
also strongly reflected in her. Isha is driven by the
roots of Shaishav and the rays of hope she inherited
from Swaraj.

Isha can be reached at:

%4 isha.shaishav@gmail.com
https://www.instagram.com/shaishavchildrights
@ https://www.facebook.com/ShaishavChildRights

https://www.shaishavchildrights.org

Raising awareness on children’s rights among slum children and their parents in Bhavnagar (Photo: Amal Dev)
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With my narrow political mindset, Gujarat was not a state | was interested in travelling to. But the journey
there put those thoughts to rest. Child rights are the main weapon of child empowerment. Many of the
apolitical citizens we see today have emerged as a result of the suppression of opinions 