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Editor’s Note: When was the last time, you visited an Indian village and/or wondered about children’s
learning environment in government primary schools. In the last couple of years, I have spent months doing
just that and reconnecting with my roots. The journey has been emotional and interesting; at times it was
frustrating, disappointing, and challenging. At one level, the villages have made limited progress in overall
educational attainments and wellbeing for girls. On another level, there are fewer mud houses, better roads,
electrification is becoming widespread but the sanitation and cleanliness are still a distant dream. The most
challenging aspects of working in India include building the mutual trust in an environment of too much
distrust/deception, people not valuing time, and honor commitments.

Anecdotally, the teachers in government schools (Vidya Gyan’s
focus) are qualified but only ~50-60% appear committed and caring
for children’s learning. The others are happy-go-lucky with little
accountability and assessment of what children learn. These schools
generally have a poor image and thus parents flock to the private
schools. However, in my opinion, privates are pricey and not all of
them offer a conducive environment for learning. While there are no easy answers to this critical
issue, Vidya Gyan’s hope is improving one government school at a time. Vidya Gyan, only a 3year old infant, is making progress and expanding its outreach within the modest means. We
have a relatively wide network of dozens of schools around two locations shown on the map. Our
newest initiative “Adopt A School” is to recognize and reward several schools with demonstrated
potential for engagement of students in an enhanced learning environment (page 3).
GANGOH

THE TWINS: connecting
two strong democracies

This year, Vidya Gyan’s Pencil to Power (page 2) expanded its wings beyond Saharanpur district
to Bulandshahar with the help of a committed donor and volunteer. This demonstrates that our project can be replicated elsewhere.
Vidya Gyan is equally pleased to have realized the dream of a functional library and well-equipped science labs in a higher secondary
school under PRIDE project (page 3). Now, the next generation of students have a place to read and engage in hands-on learning.
Finally, we sincerely thank individual donors, corporations, foundations, government officials, postal authorities, teachers, and
communities for their trust in and support for Vidya Gyan. Our success would not have been possible without everyone’s support which
we also need in the future.
On behalf of the Twin organizations and the underserved children, we wish our readers a peaceful and joyous year ahead.
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VIDYA GYAN PROJECTS IN RURAL GOVERNMENT PRIMARY SCHOOLS:

SAVINGS TO SECURE: Our outreach began in 2015-16 when we realized the unfortunate fact that the girls, even in the
21st century India, were the most “neglected and underserved.” Why? In part, it is because of limited family means, lack
of education among parents, and ironically their belief that educating girls is not as important as boys. Many girls are often
married years before the legal age of 18. Imagine changing people’s longstanding beliefs/mindset and you hit the wall.
Our efforts are no exception but we continue to march ahead with empowerment of girls
through education. We promote Beti Padhao (Educate Daughters) and encourage- Small
Savings with Big Rewards for daughter’s secured and better future.

Proud daughters and mothers who
opened a Sukanya saving account

Vidya Gyan held dozens of “camps” bringing parents and post offices to school sites for
initiating special Sukanya saving accounts for girls under 10 years of age. It is a
government scheme which pays very high interest
rate (> 8%), requires a minimum of Rs. 1000 ( ~$ 16)
to open the account but pays nothing to open and
sustain the account. Equally critical to mention is
that this special account exclusively belongs to the
daughter once it is opened. The Sukanya account
also requires minimum deposit of Rs. 1000/year for it
Post Office camp for opening accounts
to remain in good standing.

We sought teachers’ help for connecting, and building trust, with parents. We met
and coached parents, and developed a ‘partnership with parents’ in that Vidya Gyan
contributed one-half (Rs. 500) of the amount needed to open the account. We believe
that parents must take pride and show commitment to their daughter’s future by
adding Rs. 1000/year to keep the account in good standing. We sweetened the pot
with an incentive of Rs. 200 added to the account for the next five years (partnership with parents). Our expectations: girl
attends the school regularly and parents deposit a minimum of Rs. 1000/year. But why 5 years?
Believe it or not but ~ 24% girls in India drop out after 5th grade and ~ 40% after 8th grade. It must change even if it is one
girl student at a time.Our tracking and incentive of 5 years will enable a first grader move to 6th grade and a 4th grader to
9th grade- beyond the barrier stated above. With over 650 Sukanya accounts opened in the last couple of years, we are
already facing challenges with respect to parents not fulfilling their commitment of a minimum deposit (Rs. 1000/year). It is
likely due to many factors: limited family resources, lack of parent’s education and commitment for the daughter, not
enough outreach by us and/or teachers, and postmasters providing erroneous information and/or not being customer
friendly. All frustrating but not too surprising. We have now expanded our outreach to parents by hiring an individual.
PENCIL TO POWER: We believe that handwriting, an ancient art and practice
for expressing one’s ideas and thoughts, is very empowering. Vidya Gyan’s
initiative is to enable and ensure that children learn their alphabets, words,
numbers etc., develop good handwriting, and learn the lifelong skill for written
communication. Our emphasis also includes writing age appropriate short
stories, essays, letters, and practicing math problems under this initiative.

Vidya Gyan Notebooks at a school

With a vigorous fundraising campaign in 2016, Vidya Gyan has distributed very
basic writing tools (9000 notebooks, 5000 pencils and 2500 erasers) to all
children of grades 1-5 in ~ 25 schools. Vidya Gyan is proud to have branded its
own notebooks (cover shown below) with 100-150 pages thick. The front cover
includes a poster designed by a higher secondary student during a competition
held in December 2016. The back cover acknowledges Vidya Gyan donors. The pencils were branded with “PENCIL TO
POWER- VIDYA GYAN.”
We expect teachers to have students write short essays about various
festivals, national holidays and leaders, letters to parents/teachers etc.,
and practice math problems. Our assessment of learning will be based
on a random sample of notebooks collected from students. We will
designate the alphabets for student’s first name to expect a mix of their
work and not just the “best.” We await the outcomes of this project and
hope that the ancient art of writing remains a critical part of learning.
"Education is the most powerful weapon which you can
use to change the world…”
Nelson Mandela, 1993 Nobel Laureate

Page 2

Hindi Day art work displayed on September 14

FROM CHILDREN’S PEN: As an extension of Pencil to Power, we
engaged 12 schools in 3 blocks and asked them to encourage grades 3-5
students to use their creativity and imagination. The project was initiated
just before the Mother’s Day in May with art supplies given to about 140
students. Since then, students have made remarkable sketches on themes
such as environment, cleanliness, educating daughters, save water, Hindi
Day, Mother’s Day, national leaders etc.

Vidya Gyan hopes to have a soft competition of students’ artwork with the
best entries published in a book format. This publication is proposed to be
distributed districtwide for other schools to organize similar activities to
showcasing the talent of the students. We believe that given proper
guidance at home, by teachers, and good learning environment, children in
rural schools can be as capable, creative, and intelligent as elsewhere. Our
goals include improving the school image and building students’ self-esteem.
ADOPT A SCHOOL: Having visited and worked in several dozen rural schools, it was
no brainer that Vidya Gyan should adopt one school at a time and give them the
resources they need most. Our goal is to make the adopted schools more inviting,
dignified and conducive to learning. Of all schools in our network, we have identified
four schools for adoption in 2018 and asked them to submit their needs for improved
learning environment. The classroom furniture is the common necessity (currently
children sit on the mats/floor). Vidya Gyan could n’t agree more. In addition, the
schools have identified projector, library books, playground equipment, solar system,
drinking water fountain etc. among other needs. The estimated cost for all items is
~$8,000. We will approve their requests following our fundraising by December.
Obviously, everyone’s support is critical to our success for which children in these
schools will be forever grateful to the donors.

Furniture for students for an
improved learning environment

PENCIL TO POWER IN THE U.S.A.: Children are children everywhere and the lack of writing by
hand is as much of an issue in the United States as it is in India. In the U.S., children have easy
access to technology gadgets and prefer using their fingers on the keyboard. Anecdotally, the
parents and teachers are as concerned about the lack of children’s willingness and ability to write.
Vidya Gyan is in conversations how Pencil to Power can be applied locally to revamp the writing (by
hand) project in schools and at homes. One possible idea is to have students in the U.S. write short
letters/stories which can be handcarried to India and read in the classroom. Similarly, students’
letters/stories from India can be read and interpreted in U.S. schools. Vidya Gyan is piloting its first
effort among NRI children and have them write by hand about Diwali (limited to 75 words or less).

II.

UPPER CLASSES (6-12) : LEARNING IN THE LIBRARY AND LABORATORY (LLL): Do the

dreams come true? Yes; the implementation of Vidya Gyan’s first grant of ~$ 33,000 for “PROJECTS and
RESOURCES for INTEGRATED DEVELOPMENT and ENGAGEMENT (PRIDE)” to a secondary school (grades 612) in 2015 is now a reality. Following India’s Home Ministry approval under Foreign Currency Regulations
Act (FCRA) in late 2016, we can transfer funds legally. Consequently, the following projects are shaping up:
(a) For classes 6-12: A library with general purpose books recommended by the
educators is now functional. Additional titles will be acquired in the coming
months. Our future hope: this library used by students of neighboring schools.
(b)
For classes 9-12: Vidya Gyan has
The Library for Learning
provided new science and mathematics text
books to over 100 students in grade 9, and
about 100 in 11th grade at no cost to them. The
Text Book Bank program will include students
in 10th and 12th grades next year.
(c)
For classes 11-12: We are pleased that
Physics, Chemistry and Biology laboratories
are now furnished with the needed equipment
for hands-on learning of about 125 students.
Equipment for Hands-on Learning
"We need collective actions with a sense of urgency. Every single minute
matters, every single child matters, every single childhood matters."
Kailash Satyarthi, 2014 Nobel Laureate
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(d) Other activities: The PRIDE grant’s activities for building inter-institutional
collaboration included a poster and essay competition on Beti Padhao: Bhavishya
Banao (Educate Daughter: Build Future) in December 2016 among 16 institutions. As
recent as September 27, a debate on the “Use of Mobile Phones” was organized with
participation of students from 3 schools and top three winners were all girl students.

III.

VIDYA GYAN’S ADVOCACY AND OTHER PROJECTS: Our focus on the well being and community
development included health camps during the visit of Saharanpur District
Magistrates (DM) in 2015 and 2016. In each camp, hundreds of patients
from a number of villages, particularly women and children, were
physically checked and medicines dispensed. The
nutritional supplements were also distributed by
concerned government departments.

DM Yadav and rural folks in 2015

The respective DMs addressed the village folks and
held a question/answer session on community
issues. At both occasions, we had people from
many surrounding villages to welcome the DM in
the village; a rare treat and pride for most of them.

DM Kamal in 2016

Vidya Gyan used these occasions for projects, such
as, in 2015, the DM handed the PRIDE grant award
letter on behalf of Vidya Gyan to the management.
In 2016, the DM handed the prizes to the winners of poster and essay competitions and
the Sukanya saving account passbooks to young girls. Vidya Gyan also advocated for
development projects at both events. For example, a dipalidated village access road was resurfaced in 2015 at our
request by the then DM Yadav and a recommendation was made by DM Kamal for a foot-bridge for children to cross the
four lane highway (under construction) safely. The DMs and other district and local level officials have been very helpful in
all of Vidya Gyan’s projects.
SELECTED PHOTO GALLERY: 1. Presentation at a conference in India (2016); 2. Hosting Nobel Laureate Satyarthi in
Minneapolis (2016); 3. Meeting with Honorable Governor of U.P. in Lucknow (2017); 4. The Rotary Club (Saharanpur) award for Vidya
Gyan efforts (2017); 5. Our Social Media Fund-Raising Banner (2016); 6. Posters of Higher Secondary Students (2016)
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ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS: Our individual/family donors are from many parts of the globe. Their unfailing support has been critical in Vidya Gyan’s work.
Additionally, we acknowledge the corporations offering matching funds for their employees (our valuable donors)- McKinsey Consulting, Apple,
Microsoft, Roche, Optum, and American Family Insurance. Dr. Dash Foundation is one of our major sponsors and support has come from Delta Airlines,
PayPal Giving Fund, Amazon Smile, Culture Dabba, and Desi Foods.
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Email: vidyagyan2014@gmail.com

Vidya Gyan Facebook

Website (updates in progress)

Voice/ What’s App: + 701 200 1960

Click to DONATE or contact us for Bank Transfer (ACH)

