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Prath am — th e w o rd  m ean s “p rim ary”— an d  an  o rgan izatio n  by th is n am e aim s to elim in ate illiteracy an d  

p ro vid e u n iversal p rim ary ed u catio n  in  In d ia+ T h is go al itself is beyo n d  d au n tin g+ A p p ro xim ately 137 m illio n  In d ian  
ch ild ren — alm o st h alf th e to tal p o p u latio n  o f th e U n ited  States— are illiterate+ Prath am  aim s to  p u t all th ese ch ild ren  
in to  sch o o l+ Sin ce M ad h av C h avan  fo u n d ed  th e o rgan izatio n  in  1994 in  a slu m  in  M u m bai, Prath am  h as served  o ver 
o n e m illio n  ch ild ren + It h as beco m e o n e o f In d ia’s largest ed u catio n al n o n -go vern m en t o rgan izatio n s (N G O s)+  
 Prath am  h as ach ieved  th is im p ressive o n e m illio n  m ark largely th ro u gh  its u n u su al stru ctu re+ So  th at ch il-
d ren  see ed u catio n  as a fam iliarity rath er th an  an  im p o sitio n , Prath am  d raw s its teach ers fro m  th e co m m u n ity+ 
T h ese co m m u n ity m em bers w ill also  h ave greater su ccess co n vin cin g relu ctan t p aren ts to  sen d  th eir ch ild ren  to 
sch o o l th an  o u tsid ers w ill+ Prath am  th u s aim s to  create a u n iqu ely grassro o ts m o vem en t w h ere each  co m m u n ity 
w o rks to  im p ro ve itself an d  w h ere th e d esire to  gain  ed u catio n  co m es fro m  w ith in + 
 I h ad  atten d ed  a few  Prath am  fu n d raisers in  th e U S w h ere every p am p h let I read  qu o ted  im p ressive statis-
tics, I h ad  h eard  all th e sp eech es exto llin g Prath am ’s in cred ible w o rk, I h ad  even  m et Prath am ’s fo u n d er— bu t it still 
seem ed  im p o ssible to  m e+ H o w  co u ld  Prath am  h ave even  begu n  to  d en t th is m assive w all o f illiteracy? In  th e su m -
m er o f 2006, I d ecid ed  to  fin d  o u t+ 
 I reso lved  to  sp en d  m o st o f m y u su al bien n ial trip  to  In d ia w o rkin g w ith  Prath am ’s N ew  D elh i bran ch + 
D u rin g m y jo u rn ey, I w o u ld  n o t o n ly try to  u n d erstan d  h o w  th e o rgan izatio n  w o rked , bu t to  assist Prath am  m eet 
its in cred ible go al+ A t first, I felt u n co m fo rtable, fo r I h ad  n ever really sp en t tim e in  a slu m  befo re+ I h ad  kn o w n  
stu rd y air-co n d itio n ed  h o u ses, n o t sm all h uts w ith  cru m blin g brick exterio rs an d  rip p ed  p lastic as ro o fs+ I h ad 
d ru n k clean  w ater an d  n ever tru ly seen  th e m o squ ito -in fested  m u rky p o o ls o f w ater th at p erio d ically p u n ctu ated  
an  o th erw ise barren  lan d scap e+ I h ad  gro w n  u sed  to  a very d ifferen t so rt o f In d ia, o n e in  w h ich  I d ro ve in  a car, 
visited  five-star h o tels, an d  h ad  fo o d  served  by servan ts+ In  th is o th er In d ia, o n ly th e m o st fo rtu n ate d rive o n  sm all 
sco o ters, five-star h o tels rem ain  m ean in gless an d  rem o te m o n o lith s fo r everyo n e, an d  citizen s stru ggle to  feed  
th em selves+ In  so m e areas, even  w ater, th at vital ben efactor o f life, rem ain s p ain fu lly scarce+ D iseases su ch  as m a-
laria, typ h o id , an d  tu bercu lo sis ravage all th ese areas an d  so m etim es an n ih ilate en tire fam ilies+ M o st fam ilies d o  
m en ial jo bs+ A d u lts receive less th an  tw en ty-five cen ts p er d ay to  feed  fam ilies as large as eleven , so  m an y p aren ts 
fo rce th eir ch ild ren  to  w o rk— so m e to  sh in e sh o es, o th ers to  sell w ares to  ap ath etic car d rivers w aitin g at in tersec-
tio n s, an d  yet o th ers sim p ly to  beg+ A n d  so  ed u catio n  p lays a m in im al, a m o st exp en d able, ro le to  m an y o f In d ia’s 
p o o r+ 

B u t as I o bserved  so m e o f Prath am ’s p ro gram s— o n e fo r w o rkin g ch ild ren , an o th er at a d aycare, an o th er 
fo r p resch o o lers— an d  as I in terview ed  gratefu l an d  n o w  literate ch ild ren  an d  th eir lo vin g an d  ap p ro vin g p aren ts, I 
started  to p erceive th e excitem en t an d  h o p e th at Prath am  h ad  in jected  in to  th ese co m m u n ities+ Fo r o n e m o n th , I 
exp erien ced  th is h o p e am id st d esp air first-h an d + I w o u ld  be rem iss n o t to  sh are it: 
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 O p p o site th e R ad h u  C in em a, an d  p erh ap s 100 m eters ah ead , stan d s an  u n m arked  co n crete bu ild in g al-
m o st in d istin gu ish able fro m  th o se aro u n d  it+ O n  th e th ird  flo o r, h o w ever, lies th e h ead qu arters o f Prath am  D elh i, 
an  u n ch aracteristically d istin gu ish ed  o rgan izatio n  th at sp earh ead s o n e o f th e largest effo rts to  elim in ate illiteracy 
an d  p ro vid e u n iversal p rim ary ed u catio n  in  In d ia+ 
 Fu rn ish ed  w ith  m ap s o f d istricts o f D elh i an d  large p o sters bearin g Prath am ’s slo gan — E very C h ild  in  
Sch o o l an d  Learn in g W ell— th e o ffice itself seem ed  th o ro u gh ly fo cu sed  o n  its d au n tin g go al+ R ekh a, o n e o f th e so -
cial w o rkers at th e o rgan izatio n , in tro d u ced  Prath am ’s basic stru ctu re o f ba lw a dis an d  ba lsa khis an d  o f h irin g lo cal 
teach ers so  th at ed u catio n  becam e a fam iliarity rath er th an  an  im p o sitio n + Sh e n o ted  th at Prath am  n eed ed  a satis-
facto ry reco rd s system  to  d eterm in e h o w  it co u ld  im p ro ve its m eth o d s in  o rd er to  h ave a lo n g -term  effect o n its 
ch ild ren + T h at ven tu re— begu n  in  th e d istrict o f So u th  Sh ah d ara— o f co n stru ctin g a co m p lete co m m u n ity p ro file, 
in terview in g fo rm er Prath am  stu d en ts, an d  gath erin g fam ilial attitu d es to w ard s ed u catio n , w ill p ro ve essen tial to  



th e o rgan izatio n ’s gro w th , n ot o n ly becau se it w ill allo w  for an  evalu atio n  o f its ow n  m eth o d s, bu t becau se it w ill 
also  p ro vid e a co n crete d isp lay o f Prath am ’s p ro gress+ 
 T h is p ro gress can  p erh ap s be best felt in  th e go vern m en t sch o o ls ru n  by th e M u n icip al C o rp o ratio n  o f 
D elh i (M C D )+ A  lo w  gate serves as th e en tran ce to  a co u rtyard  su rro u n d ed  by a bare co n crete h allw ay th at enters 
in to  a n u m ber o f large bu t d ark classro o m s+ B lackbo ard s belo w  lo n g flu o rescen t ligh ts, th e o n ly so u rce o f artificial 
ligh t in  each  ro o m , serve as th e fo cu s fo r th e fo rty o r fifty stu d en ts in  each  class+ B lu e -u n ifo rm ed  stu d en ts typ ically 
sit in  p airs o n  w o o d en  ben ch es attach ed  to  sm all d esks, bu t a sh o rtage o f m aterials som etim es fo rces th ree stu -
d en ts to  squ eeze in to  a sp ace m ad e fo r tw o + Fu rth erm o re, stu d en ts n eed  to  m o ve d esks fro m  ro o m  to  ro o m  as 
class sessio n s ch an ge, w h ich  m arks a m o re serio u s in su fficien cy+ T h is sch o o l’s p rin cip al u rged  T asleem  B an o , th e 
h ead  o f th e Prath am  office in  So u th  Sh ah d ara, to  lo o k at th e fo o d  th at h e fed  h is stu d en ts, w h ich  can  o n ly m ean 
th at th e fo o d  w as qu ite go o d+ U n fo rtu n ately, th e in ten se in terest th at th e p rin cip al betrayed  w h en  d isp layin g h is 
fo o d  sh o w s th at th e fo o d  th at so m e o th er M C D  sch o o ls p rovid e m ay be sad ly in ad equ ate+ 

D esp ite th ese sh o rtco m in gs, stu d en ts in  th is sch o o l seem ed  very alert an d  in telligen t+ W h en  visito rs en -
tered  o n e classro o m , th e stu d en ts ch o ru sed  in  a ch eerfu l “N am aste” an d  gave th e visito rs u n co n d itio n al resp ect 
an d  atten tio n + M o st stu d en ts w ere eager to  d isp lay w h at th ey h ad  learn ed , in  co n trast to  th e u su al in itial tacitu rn ity 
an d  sh yn ess o f so m e stu d en ts elsew h ere+ Stu d en ts en jo yed  p erfo rm in g a d an ce an d  sim u latin g rain fall w ith  th eir 
h an d s, bo th  activities th at th eir teach er h ad  in tro d u ced  to th em , w h ich  su ggests th at th is teach er led  a stim u latin g 
an d  en jo yable class+ T h e class, h o w ever, co n sisted  w h o lly of bo ys+ W h eth er th is d isp arity resu lts fro m  segregatio n  
w ith in  th e sch o o l o r fro m  p aren tal h esitan ce to  sen d  girls to  sch o o l, th e co m p lete m ale d o m in an ce in  th is class w as 
p articu larly sh o ckin g + A lth o ugh  th is class w as m ale d o m in ated , a sch o o l fo r p art-tim e stud en ts w h o  h old  d o m estic 
jo bs w as alm o st en tirely fem ale+ T h is class to o k p lace in  a sm aller ro o m , o n e w ith  a sm all w o o d en  en tryw ay an d  bu t 
a sin gle bu lb to  ligh t th e ro o m + So m e su n ligh t d id  filter th ro u gh  th e recessed  en try, bu t m u ch  o f th e ro o m  re-
m ain ed  in  u n fo rtu n ate d arkn ess+ Stu d en ts sat in  a sm all circle o n  m ats, bu t h ad  little ro o m  to  th em selves, fo r th e 
ro o m  failed  to co m fo rtably acco m m o d ate th e tw elve o r th irteen  p eo p le in  th is class+ N o n eth eless, stu d en ts lis-
ten ed  to  a sto ry read  by th e teach er an d  an -
sw ered  qu estio n s th at sh e p o sed + So m e stu -
d en ts seem ed  u n su re o f w h at th e teach er w as 
askin g an d  sim p ly regu rgitated  su ccin ctly th e 
an sw ers o f o th ers w h en  th eir tu rn s cam e, bu t 
o th er stu d en ts seem ed  to  grasp  th e p assage 
qu ite easily+ A s so m e stu d en ts in  th is class h ad 
n ever atten d ed  sch o o l an d  as all th e stu d en ts 
alread y h eld  jo bs, h o w ever, su ch  u n certain ty is 
exp ected +  

T o  h elp  ban ish  so m e o f th is u n cer-
tain ty, Prath am  created  a library, bo th  fo r in -
sch o o l an d  o u t-o f-sch o o l ch ild ren + C o n sistin g o f 
several h eavy black bags p acked  w ith  bo oks, its 
m o bile library seem s equ ip p ed  w ith  en o u gh  
bo o ks to  satisfy m an y ch ild ren + O n e o f its sta-
tio n ary libraries is set u p  in  a go vern m en t d is-
p en sary+ T h ree staggered  stacks o f bo oks lie o n  th e h arsh  co n crete flo o r, w h ile a strin g betw een  a tree an d  a large 
sh ad ed  p latfo rm  su p p o rts a nu m ber o f o th er bo o ks by th eir sp in es+ B o u n d ed  o n  th ree sid es by p o lish ed  w alls an d 
o n  th e th ird  by a h igh  black gate, th e library p ro vid es a sp o t of relative p eace an d  o ffers ch ild ren  relief fro m  th e 
su rro u n d in g racket+ D esp ite trees beh in d  th e w all o p p o site th e n arro w  street, th e library h as little p ro tectio n  fro m  
th e su n , w h ich  visibly cau sed  so m e ch ild ren  d isco m fo rt+ C h ild ren  m ay en ter an d  exit as th ey p lease, an d  th is free-
d o m  is essen tial in  sp arkin g in terest in  literatu re+ C h ild ren  sat in  tw o  circles, again  o n  m ats, again  cram p ed + A l-



th o u gh  th e d isp en sary can  h o ld  m an y ch ild ren , th e library’s p erh ap s u n an ticip ated  p op u larity m ean s th at ad d i-
tio n al ch ild ren  m u st sit o n  th e cem en t floo r+ In  o n e circle, ch ild ren  seem ed  w h o lly im m ersed  in  read in g, a trait 

visible ju st fro m  th eir in ten se glares an d  in ten t 
faces+ In  th e o th er, a teach er h eld  a su ccessfu l 
class sim ilar to  th e o n e fo r w orkin g ch ild ren + O n e 
librarian , h o w ever, seem ed  bru squ e in  h er m an -
n er an d  th ru st ran d o m  bo o ks at so m e ch ild ren 
an d  u n n ecessarily p ro d d ed  ch ild ren  w h o  to ok 
even  a sh o rt break fro m  read in g+ O verall, th e li-
brary still d id  a fin e jo b of en co u ragin g ch ild ren  
to  read +  
 T each ers th em selves w ere o verall o f 
go o d  qu ality+ M o st seem ed in terested  an d  d ed i-
cated , th o u gh  m an y n o ted  fru stratio n s o ver p o o r 
atten d an ce an d  p aren tal attitu d es+ M o st co m -
m o n ly, teach ers co m p lain ed  abo u t th e lack of 
su p p o rt fro m  p aren ts, w h o  eith er saw  ed u catio n 
u n n ecessary fo r th eir ch ild ren ’s careers o r p er-
h ap s ju stifiably valu ed  th e sh o rt-term  gain s fro m  

p ayin g w o rk o ver th e lo n g-term  gain s fro m  n o n -p ayin g ed u catio n + So m e Prath am  o fficials h ave also  rep o rted  th at 
m an y p aren ts h ave ap p ro ach ed  th em  an d  so m etim es blatan tly to ld  th em  to  start teach in g E n glish +  
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 In  o rd er to  h elp  m eet th e requ ests o f m an y o f Prath am ’s ch ild ren  an d  th eir p aren ts, th e o rgan izatio n  set 
u p  an  exp erim en tal E n glish  p ro gram  in  So u th  Sh ah d ara+ A lth o u gh  Prath am  h as alread y created  a p relim in ary E n g-
lish  cu rricu lu m , th e o rgan izatio n  felt th at first im p ro vin g th e E n glish  of th e teach ers w o u ld  u ltim ately allo w  fo r 
E n glish  in stru ctio n  to  reach  m o re ch ild ren + Sin ce 
m an y teach ers alread y kn ew  so m e basic E n glish  
w o rd s, Prath am  d ecid ed  th at h elp in g th e teach -
ers sp eak co n fid en tly w as th eir m o st im m ed iate 
n eed + A s a w ay to h elp  th em  overco m e th eir h esi-
tan ce, teach ers received  co p ies o f E n glish  p lays 
th at h ad  been  tran slated  fro m  fam iliar H in d i ch il-
d ren ’s bo o ks+ T each ers co u ld  n o w  m atch  th eir 
p arts in  th e p lay w ith  th e co rresp o n d in g lin es in  
th e bo o k, th ereby stren gth enin g th eir vo cabu lar-
ies, an d  w o u ld  learn  to  p ro ject, im p ro ve th eir 
d ictio n , an d  bu ild  co n fid en ce as th ey acted + 
 C h ild ren  in  a Prath am  sch o o l bu ilt in  
co llabo ratio n  w ith  th e D elh i C en ter fo r C h il-
d ren ’s W elfare (D C C W ) eagerly aw aited  th eir 
o w n  E n glish  lesso n s+ A fter receivin g a large p lo t 
o f lan d  fro m  th e D C C W , Prath am  h elp ed  th e 
C en ter co n stru ct bu ild in gs o n  th e site+ U p o n  en try to  th e w alled  site th ro u gh  a sm all black gate, a large o n e -
ro o m ed  bu ild in g sh ield s m an y sm all ch ild ren  fro m  th e su n + T w o  big o p en  d o o rs o n  eith er sid e o f th e bu ild in g ad -
m it en o u gh  su n ligh t to  p reclu d e th e u se o f artificial ligh t+ C h ild ren  in  th is D C C W  d aycare h ad  p len ty o f ro o m  in  
w h ich  to  m o ve abo u t an d  th e bu ild in g seem ed  o f a co m fo rtable tem p eratu re+ Su rro u n d in g th e p ale yello w  bu ild in g 



lies a large exp an se o f co m p act d irt, w ith  a few  sp u rts of grass an d  a n u m ber o f bu sh es in  o n e co rn er th e o n ly rem -
n an ts o f a o n ce exp an sive field  o f green ery+ R ecu ltivatin g an d  at least m in im ally m ain tain in g th e law n  w o u ld  give 
ch ild ren  at th e D C C W  a m u ch  n icer en viro n m en t in  w h ich  to  sp en d  th e d ay+ C h ild ren  did , h o w ever, en jo y p layin g 
o n  th e few  u n bro ken  sw in gs an d  th e tired  slid es th at lay scattered  aro u n d  th e p lot+ 
 T o w ard s th e back o f th e p lot stan d s a sm aller tw o -ro o m ed  bu ild in g th at h o u ses o n e o f Prath am ’s sch o o ls 
fo r w o rkin g ch ild ren + In  bo th  ro o m s, yello w  w alls h o ld  u p  a blu e ceilin g, th e p atch es o n  w h ich  give th e im p ressio n  
o f lo okin g in to  a late aftern o on  p ale blu e sky d otted  w ith  sm all, h arm less clo u d s+ A  flu o rescen t ligh t h an gs o n  o n e 
w all, bu t en o u gh  su n ligh t falls th ro u gh  th e d o o r an d  th e w in d o w s th at it rem ain s o ff+ T w en ty ch ild ren  sittin g in  a 
large circle fit easily in to  o n e ro o m + O n e p articu lar sessio n  m ixed  so m e w o rkin g ch ild ren w ith  m an y in -sch oo l ch il-
d ren + M o st ch ild ren  seem ed  co n ten t an d  glad  to  atten d  th is Prath am  p ro gram + O n e stu d en t n o ted  th at h e fo u n d 
h is sch o o l’s m eth o d  of teach in g bo rin g, bu t co m m en d ed  th e Prath am  p ro gram  fo r co up lin g kn o w led ge w ith  en -
jo ym en t+ So m e ch ild ren  revealed  th eir jo bs, m o st as p o o rly p aid  m an u al w o rkers, an d  th an ked  th e p ro gram  fo r 
givin g th em  th e o p p o rtu n ity to  learn + T h ese ch ild ren  w ere visibly agitatin g th eir teach er th ro u gh  th eir in atten tive-
n ess d u rin g th eir o w n  p erfo rm an ce o f an  In d ian  sto ry, bu t th e teach er rem ain ed  relatively calm  an d  th e stu d en ts 
su ccessfu lly co m p leted  th eir p lay+ T h is class p ro ved  th e m o st gregario u s so  far, an d  m an y glad ly vo lu n teered  to 
recite a p o em  o r sin g a so n g+ M an y ch ild ren  d ecid ed  to  sin g an d  d an ce to  a p o p u lar so n g fro m  th e In d ian  m o vie 
Ka a l+ T h is im p ressive p erfo rm an ce received  tu m u lts o f ap p lau se fro m  bo th  stu d ents an d  teach ers+  

Y et d esp ite th e ch ild ren ’s d efin ite en jo ym en t o f th eir tim e at th is sch o o l, so m e stu d en ts h ad  a few  re-
qu ests+ O n e stu d en t h ad  recen tly atten d ed  a scien ce d em o n stratio n  at a lo cal p rivate sch o o l an d  asked  th at 
Prath am  in clu d e m o re exp erim en ts an d  scien ce ed u catio n + Prath am  w ill th erefo re m ake a stro n g effo rt to  ad d  
so m e scien ce to  its cu rricu lu m + W h en  asked  by th e teach er if th ey w an ted  to  learn  E n glish , all th e stu d ents raised  
th eir h an d s an d  let o u t a lo u d  n o te o f affirm atio n + Prath am ’s jo u rn ey to w ard s m eetin g th is requ est h as alread y be-
gu n +  
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 A lth o u gh  Prath am  certain ly gran ts illiterate an d  o u t-o f-sch o o l ch ild ren  m an y o p p o rtu n ities fo r ed u catio n , 
th e o rgan izatio n  n eed s reco rd s o f w h at th ese ch ild ren  even tu ally d o — w h eth er th ey stay in  sch o o l, w h eth er th ey 
p u rsu e a co llege d egree, w h eth er th ey acqu ire a stim u latin g jo b — in  o rd er to  accu rately ju d ge its p ro gress+ Several 
ch ild ren  in  So u th  Sh ah d ara w h o  jo in ed  Prath am  in  1999, th e first year th e o rgan izatio n  cam e to  th e area, retu rn ed  
to  th e Prath am  office an d  sp o ke abo u t th eir p o st-Prath am  lives+ 
 First cam e A sm a, a th irteen -year-o ld  girl in  C lass V III+ A  d ark, co y girl w ith  w avy h air w h o  cam e w earin g a 
trad itio n al black sa lw a r ka m eez, A sm a h elp s h er m o th er m ake u n d ersh irts in  th e even in gs, a jo b th at o ften  cu ts 
in to  h er stu d yin g tim e+ Sittin g u p  p erfectly straigh t, th is yo u n g M u slim  girl revealed  a straigh t set o f w h ite teeth  
w h en  sh e sm iled + Sh e h old s a stro n g p assio n  fo r art an d  takes a d raw in g class as an  elective at h er sch oo l+ A sm a 
glad ly d em o n strated  h er talen t an d  h er keen  eye fo r sym m etry by d raw in g a flo w er-stu d d ed  vase-sh ap ed  fish bo w l 
h o ld in g a d etailed , sm ilin g fish + Sh e en jo ys d an cin g to  m u sic fro m  In d ian  film s an d  n am es Salm an  K h an  as h er fa-
vo rite acto r+ 

A sm a lives in  a o n e-ro o m  gro u n d -flo o r flat th at h as tw o  sew in g m ach in es to  in crease sh irt p ro d u ctio n + 
O n e ligh t bu lb in  th e m id d le o f th e ro o m  su sp en d ed  fro m  a lo n g w ire attach ed  to  th e ceilin g serves as th e fam ily’s 
o n ly so u rce o f artificial ligh t+ A n  o p en  d o o r lets a sm all am o u n t o f su n ligh t o n to  a cracked  co n crete flo o r, u p on 
w h ich  stan d s a frid ge, a tw in  bed , an d  a sm all co u n ter th at h o ld s a few  cup s an d  d ish es+ T h is roo m  h o u ses A sm a, 
h er five siblin gs, h er m o th er, an d  h er fath er+ E ver sin ce a d o g bit th e girl’s fath er an d  gave h im  an  in cu rable d is-
ease, A sm a’s m o th er h as su p p o rted  th e fam ily fin an cially+ Sh e sells h er  u n d ersh irts at 25 ru p ees p er d o zen  an d  
receives an  average o f 75 ru p ees, abo u t $1+60, p er d ay+ T h is fam ily h as d o n e better th an  m an y o th ers in  th e area, 
h o w ever, so  A sm a’s m o th er th an ks A llah  d aily fo r w h at sh e d o es h ave+ A  gen ero u s w o m an , A sm a’s m o th er in sisted 
th at th ree of h er gu ests d rin k tw o  bo ttles o f co ld  so d a sh e h ad  bo u gh t, a h eavy in vestm en t fo r h er sm all in co m e+ 



 Perh ap s becau se o f th is u n flaggin g gen ero sity, A sm a n o w  receives h er m o th er’s fu ll su p p o rt fo r h er ed u ca-
tio n + H er m o th er says th at w h en ever A sm a is called  fo r class, assem bly, o r sch o o l fu n ctio n , sh e n ever sto p s th e girl 
an d  allo w s h er to  go , qu ite a d istin ctio n  fo r a w o rkin g class m o th er+ A sm a’s eld est sister is tryin g to  p ass an  exam  
th at w ill allow  h er en tran ce in to  a teach er’s co llege+ Sh e d id  n o t p ass th e exam  th is year, bu t T asleem  B an o , h ead  o f 

th e Prath am  d istrict o f So u th  Sh ah d ara, o ffered  h er a jo b as a 
librarian  in  o n e o f th e lo cal libraries+ Prath am  seem s d ed i-
cated  to  h elp in g all ch ild ren  in  th eir area, n o t ju st th e o n es 
cu rren tly en ro lled  in  its p ro gram s+ In  fact, th e o rgan izatio n  
h as h ad  su ch  an  im p act u p o n  A sm a th at w h en  h er m o th er 
w as asked  w h at A sm a en jo ys d o in g, sh e rep lied , “Learn in g+” 
T h is resp o n se evin ces th e trem en d o u s im p act th at Prath am  
an d  A sm a’s sch o o lin g h ave h ad  u p o n  h er+ A sm a’s en tire fam -
ily n o w  valu es ed u catio n  abo ve m o st else+ 
Prath am  began  h elp in g A sm a o n  24 Ju ly 1999, after m em bers 
o f th e o rgan izatio n  co n vin ced  h er p aren ts to  let h er jo in a 
ba lw a di+ Sin ce n eith er sh e n o r h er p aren ts h ad  ever go n e to  
sch o o l befo re, jo in in g th e ba lw a di m arked  a sign ifican t 
co m m itm en t an d  a p aren tal realizatio n  o f th e em p o w erin g 
p o ten tial of ed u catio n + A fter atten d in g th e ba lw a di fo r o ne 
year, sh e jo in ed  a Prath am  B rid ge Pro gram , w h ich  h elp s ch il-
d ren  w h o  h ave fallen  beh in d  o th er stu d en ts o f th eir age to  
catch  u p + O n e year in  th is p ro gram  allo w ed  h er to  gain  ad -

m issio n  to  an  M C D  sch o o l in  C lass III+  
Fro m  C lass V I, A sm a h as atten d ed  th e D elh i go vern m en t-ru n  K alya V as Sch o o l w h ere sh e takes E n glish , 

H in d i, m ath , scien ce, an d  d raw in g in  a class o f sixty-o n e+ Sh e reco gn izes m ath  an d  scien ce as h er favo rite co u rses+ 
A sm a’s sch o o l sits o n  a large p lo t o f lan d  su rro u n d ed  by a fo rm id able d ark grey w all+ T h e tw o -sto ry beige bu ild in g 
co n tain s a large in n er co u rtyard + V ery w id e co rrid o rs an d  h igh  ceilin gs give th e sch o o l a refresh in g feelin g o f o p en -
n ess+ E ach  classro o m  h as a d o o r m ad e o f a few  
vertical w o o d en  p lan ks bo u nd  by a d iago n al p lan k 
fro m  to p -left to  bo tto m -righ t+ R o o m s ad m it p len ty 
o f su n ligh t, so  ligh ts are o ften  left o ff+ Fo u r w h ite 
fan s p ro vid e a w elco m e breeze an d  a m o n o to n o u s 
w h irr abo ve th e stu d en ts in  each  ro o m + Stu d en ts 
seem ed  to  h ave en o u gh  d esks an d  class sizes w ere 
all aro u n d  fifty+ B esid es th e n o w  barren  san d y 
lan d , th is sch o o l w as in  go o d  co n d itio n + 
 T each ers, h o w ever, beh aved  in  an  u n n ec-
essarily bru squ e m an n er+ In  a cu rt tw o -m in u te 
statem en t, A sm a’s scien ce teach er rep o rted  th at 
th e girl h ad  abo ve-average atten d an ce+ M o st ch il-
d ren  atten d  o n e d ay o f sch o o l fo r every fo u r th ey 
take o ff; alth o u gh  A sm a atten d ed  sch o o l sign ifi-
can tly m o re o ften , h er absen ces w ere still to o  fre-
qu en t, sh e said + T h is teach er co m m en ted  th at p ro p er H in d i— free o f th e slan g an d  bo d y lan gu age th at co m es fro m  
so m e slu m s— w as A sm a’s greatest w eakn ess+ E n glish  also  gave th is girl so m e d ifficu lty, as sh e h ad  failed  th at su bject 
in  C lass V II+ A lth o u gh  a teach er’s reco m m en d atio n  d id  allo w  h er to  p ro ceed  to  C lass V III, A sm a rem ain ed  an  aver-
age, albeit co m p aratively d ed icated , stu d en t+ Y et m o st w ou ld  exp ect su ch  m ed io crity fro m  a first-gen eratio n  stu -



d en t+ Prath am  h as alread y started  th is fam ily o n  th e jo u rn ey to w ard s ed u catio n + If Prath am  co n tin u es to  w o rk w ith  
A sm a an d  h er fam ily, h er ch ild ren  co u ld  very w ell excel w h en  th ey go  to  sch o o l+  
 O n e o f A sm a’s best frien d s an d  h er n eigh bo r, G u lbakaw ili cam e w earin g a trad itio n al green  sa lw a r 
ka m eez an d  a red  sh aw l+ A  fair girl w ith  sligh tly cro o ked  teeth , G u lbakaw ili h elp s h er m o th er sew  co m fo rters in  th e 
even in g+ Sh e also  fasten s glisten in g co lo red  sto n es o n to  go ld en  bracelets to  create beau tifu l co m bin atio n  p ieces o f 
jew elry th at sh e sells as an  ad d itio n al so u rce o f in co m e+ Sh e sh ares A sm a’s p assio n  fo r d an ce an d  affectio n  fo r Sal-
m an  K h an , bu t in  sch o o l sh e o p ts fo r a h o m e scien ce 
co u rse th at teach es h er co o kin g an d  o th er h o m em ak-
in g skills in  ad d itio n  to  a d raw in g co u rse+ 

G u lbakaw ili lives ju st a few  d o o rs aw ay fro m  
A sm a+ H er h o u se co n sists o f tw o  ro o m s, each  w ith  o n e 
bed + A  th in  co lo red  sh eet d ivid es th e tw o  ro o m s an d  a 
th ree-p erso n  so fa sits op p osite th e bed  in  th e first 
ro o m + W ith  a sm o o th  flo o r of m o saic tiles, p ale green  
w alls, an d  a p ale yello w  ceilin g, th e in terio r o f th is 
h o u se d iffers greatly fro m  its cru m blin g brick exterio r+ 
O n e w all in  th e seco n d  ro o m  su p p o rts a bo o kcase, o n  
th e to p  sh elf o f w h ich  stan d  a p ro u d  silver trop h y an d 
several large silver p lates+ G u lbakaw ili h as eigh t sib-
lin gs; th e yo u n ger o n es seem ed  fixed  to  th e sm all 
black televisio n  p laced  in  th e co rn er o n  th e to p  sh elf 
o f th e boo kcase+ B elo w  th e televisio n , in cid en tally 
tu n ed  to  th e ch ild ren ’s ch an n el Po go , lie several m o re sh elves, w h ich  h old  th e co m fo rters th at G u lbakaw ili’s 
m o th er m akes+ Sh e m akes th ese exqu isitely stitch ed  co vers in  tw o  o r th ree d ays an d  u su ally receives 100 ru p ees, 

abo u t $2+15, fo r each  o n e+  
 G u lbakaw ili’s fam ily n o t o n ly su p p o rts it-
self, bu t th e girl’s 105-year-o ld  gran d fath er, as w ell+ 
M arried  at th e age o f ten  to  a girl o n ly tw o -an d -a-
h alf years o ld , th is m an  retain s th e vigo r an d  alert-
n ess o f a yo u th + H e takes a lo n g w alk aro u n d  th e 
co m m u n ity every d ay to  stay fit an d  p ro ve h is re-
m ain in g vitality+ H is m em o ry rem ain s sh arp  an d  h e 
revels in  recitin g co u p lets o f d eep  M u slim  p o etry+ 
W h en  asked  w h at th e secret to  h is lo n g life w as—
fish ?, gh ee?, vegetables?— a w id e bu t to o th less grin  
bro ke th ro u gh  h is w izen ed  face+ “C h aracter,” h e 
said , “I fed  o n  go o d  ch aracter+” 
 Y et o n e h u n d red  an d  five years o f go o d  
ch aracter w as n o t en o u gh  fo r G u lbakaw ili’s gran d fa-
th er to  in itially realize th e valu e o f ed u catio n + 

Z een at, n o w  o n e o f Prath am ’s d istrict ad m in istrato rs, said  th at sh e h ad  to  visit G u lbakaw ili’s h o u se m an y tim es to 
o verco m e p aren tal d isin terest w ith  ed u catio n  befo re an y o f G u lbakaw ili’s siblin gs w ere allo w ed  to  atten d  Prath am  
p ro gram s+ Sh e said  th at at first, G u lbakaw ili’s m o th er an d  fath er felt th at th eir tro u bleso m e ch ild ren  n eed ed  to  
learn  h o w  to  w o rk p ro p erly an d  w an ted  th at no n e o f th em  w aste th eir tim e at sch o o l+ Slo w ly, Z een at co axed  th e 
p aren ts in to  allo w in g th eir ch ild ren  to  atten d  a ba lw a di, p rim arily by gu aran teein g th at sh e w o u ld  leave th em  
en o u gh  tim e to  fin ish  th eir w o rk at h o m e+ E very m o rn in g, Z een at gath ered  th e fam ily’s ch ild ren  th irty m in u tes 
befo re th e ba lw a di started  in o rd er to  gu aran tee atten d an ce+ A fter th e eld est o f th e siblin gs began  atten d in g regu -



larly, h e cam e back h o m e every d ay fresh  w ith  sto ries abo u t th e w o n d erfu l tim e h e h ad  h ad  at th e ba lw a di p er-
fo rm in g p lays an d  learn in g to  read + E ven tu ally, as m o re o f th e fam ily’s ch ild ren  began  co m in g h o m e ravin g abo u t 
th e ba lw a di, G u lbakaw ili’s p aren ts began  w illin gly sen d in g th eir ch ild ren  to  Prath am + E ven tu ally, all bu t G u l-
bakaw ili’s eld est sister, w h o  m arried  at a yo u n g age, en tered  sch o o l after p articip atin g in  a Prath am  p ro gram + E ven  

after th ese ch ild ren  left th e ba lw a di, Z een at still 
to o k trem en d o u s care o f th em + Sh e h elp ed  o n e 
eager bo y earn  a co llege d egree in  en gin eerin g 
an d  get a jo b th at p ays 5500 ru p ees p er m o nth , 
co m p aratively a very h igh  salary+ O n ly o n e eld er 
girl, w h o  m arried  at a yo u n g age, n ever atten d ed  
sch o o l+ Prath am  h as h ad  an  im m en se im p act n o t 
o n ly o n  th e ed u catio n  of th ese ch ild ren , bu t o n 
th e attitu d e o f th eir p aren ts to w ard s sch o o lin g+ 
E igh t ch ild ren  w h o o th erw ise w o u ld  h ave lived 
illiterately in  th e slu m s h ave been  gran ted  a m yriad  
o f o p p o rtu n ities, fro m  en gin eerin g to  teach in g, 
th at w ill h elp  th em  su cceed bo th  fin an cially an d  
in tellectu ally+  
 So  o n  24 Ju ly 1999, G u lbakaw ili en tered 
th e sam e ba lw a di as A sm a, also  o n  th e bid d in g o f 

h er p aren ts+ Fro m  th ere, sh e an d  A sm a traveled  to geth er: o n e year th ro u gh  th e ba lw a di, an o th er in  a B rid ge 
C o u rse, an d  th en  in to  C lass III at th e sam e M C D + T h ey still atten d  th e sam e sen io r seco n d ary sch o o l, bu t are in  
sep arate sectio n s o f C lass V III+ G u lbakaw ili’s sectio n  h as fo rty-th ree stu d en ts, sign ifican tly few er ch ild ren  th an  
A sm a’s+ G u lbakaw ili takes th e sam e co re co u rses as A sm a an d  also  reco g-
n izes m ath  an d  scien ce as h er favo rite su bjects+ Sh e d em o n strated  o n  
p ap er th e p ractical u se o f a fun d am en tal law  o f exp o n en ts+ Sh e co u ld  n o t, 
h o w ever, so lve a sim p le algebraic equ atio n , a to p ic th at stu d en ts in  C lass 
V III sh o u ld  kn o w +  
 Few  teach ers in  G u lbakaw ili’s sch o o l kn ew  of th e Prath am  o r-
gan izatio n  an d  th u s d eem ed  it im p o ssible to  u n iversally co m p are stu d en ts 
w h o  h ad  go n e th ro u gh  th e Prath am  system  w ith  th o se w h o  h ad  n o t+ 
T h ree o f h er su bject teach ers— in  d raw in g, m ath , an d  scien ce— d id , h o w -
ever, p raise G u lbakaw ili’s talen t+ D esh bala, a d raw in g teach er in  th e 
sch o o l fo r tw en ty-fo u r years, said  sh e d rew  very w ell fo r th e sm all am o u n t 
o f p ractice sh e h ad  h ad + Sh e d eclared  d efin itively th at G u lbakaw ili p er-
fo rm ed  better th an  m o st o th er stu d en ts+ A lka, a m ath  teach er fo r fo u r 
years, ech o ed  th is view  w ith  a co n fid en t, “T h is girl is go o d+” Sh e p o in ted 
o u t, h o w ever, th at alm o st all stu d en ts p erfo rm  p oo rly in  m ath em atics, 
w h ich  p erh ap s exp lain s, bu t d o es n o t ju stify, G u lbakaw ili’s in ability to  
so lve an  equ atio n + T h is d eficien cy sh o u ld  n o t h id e th e p rogress th at G u l-
bakaw ili h as m ad e w ith  th e h elp  o f Prath am — sh e o vercam e in itially relu c-
tan t p aren ts to  beco m e a fairly go o d  stu d en t at a large go vern m en t 
sch o o l+ 
 O n ce G u lbakaw ili d o es fin ish  sch o o l, sh e feels sh e m ay go  in to  teach in g, bu t m ain tain s th at n o  m atter 
w h ere sh e go es, h er ed u cation  w ill p lay an  essen tial ro le in h er su ccess+ G u lbakaw ili feels th at Prath am  h as h elp ed 
h er ed u catio n  trem en d o u sly+ Perh ap s th is d ebt is best felt d u rin g th e area’s an n u al co o kin g festival+ E very year, th e 



first p lace G u lbakaw ili brin gs h er fo o d  is n o t h er frien d s, n o t h er co u sin s, n o t h er siblin gs, bu t th e lo cal Prath am  
o ffice+ 
 Sw ati, a yo u n ger girl w h o  cam e w earin g th e m o d ern  co m bin atio n  o f jean s an d  a trad itio n al to p , h as re-
m arkably m an aged  n o t o n ly to  atten d  C lass V I at age ten , bu t to  ran k first in  each  o f h er su bjects as w ell+ Sh e h as an  
active o u t-o f-sch o o l life an d  en jo ys p layin g O on ch N eech, a variatio n  o f T ag, w ith  h er fo u r best frien d s G eeta, 
B h aavan a, K aveen a, an d  K avita+ A  talen ted  h en n a artist, Sw ati o ften d raw s th e m ehen di for m an y p eo p le in  th e area 
o n  h o lid ays+ A s th e d au gh ter o f o n e o f Prath am ’s ad m in istrato rs, Sw ati h as alw ays h ad  p aren tal su p p o rt fo r h er 
ed u catio n + E ven  so , sh e atten d ed  a Prath am  ba lw a di fo r on e year befo re en terin g sch o o l+ Sw ati en jo yed  th e ba l-
w a di’s style o f in stru ctio n , fu ll o f in teractive p o em s, sto ries, p lays, an d  p ain tin g+ Sh e said  th at th is p ro gram  gave 
h er an  ed ge o ver th e o th er stu d en ts in  h er sch o o l an d  h elp ed  p u t h er at th e top  o f h er class+  

A fter ad m issio n  to  a go vern m en t sch o o l, Sw ati learn ed  th e 
co re su bjects o f H in d i, E n glish , m ath , an d  scien ce+ A lth o u gh  sh e is 
best at H in d i an d  E n glish , Sw ati n am ed  E n glish , typ ically a lan gu age 
m an y ch ild ren  fin d  very d ifficu lt, as h er favo rite su bject an d  su c-
cessfu lly read  a ch ild ren ’s p lay th at so m e in terview ers p resen ted  
h er+ Sw ati co m m en ted  th at sh e lo oks fo rw ard  to sp eakin g flu en tly+ 
B esid es th ese co re su bjects, Sw ati excels at d an ce an d  d raw in g an d  
actively p articip ates in  cu ltu ral even ts h eld  by th e sch o o l+ 
 C learly a talen ted  girl, Sw ati receives trem en d o u s p raise 
fro m  h er teach ers+ K h im a Sh arm a tau gh t Sw ati fro m  C lass I u n til 
C lass V + Sh e h as tau gh t fo r fo u rteen  years in  th e Sarvo d aya K alya 
V as Sch o o l, th e sam e sch o o l fro m  w h ich  sh e grad u ated + H er sch o o l 
ru n s M o n d ay th ro u gh  Satu rday fro m  7 A M  to  12:30 PM  in  th e su m -
m ers an d  7:30 to  12:30 in  th e w in ter+ E very d ay, h er stu d en ts re-
ceive sm all class tests, w h ich  are th en  fo llow ed  by u n it tests every 
w eek an d  sessio n  tests each  qu arter+ C o n tin u o u s C o m p reh en sive 
E valu atio n  Pro gram  (C C E P) m u ltip le-ch o ice tests are ad m in istered  
by th e go vern m en t every qu arter+ A lth o u gh  ap p roxim ately eigh t o f 
th e fo rty stu d ents in  h er class fail each  C C E P exam , Sw ati h as 
p assed  every o n e+ In  fact, M s+ Sh arm a n am ed  Sw ati am o n g h er to p  
stu d en ts in  h er fo u rteen  years o f teach in g+ Sh e said  th at, excep t fo r o n e fo u rth -p lace fin ish , th is girl ran ked  in  th e 
to p  th ree in  every su bject in  every year+ A lth o u gh  m an y stu d en ts n ever fin ish ed  th eir h o m ew o rk o r even  th eir 
classw o rk, M s+ Sh arm a said  th at Sw ati alw ays co m p leted  it flaw lessly+ U n like so m e o f h er stu d en ts, Sw ati w as alw ays 
w ell-d iscip lin ed  an d  n ever ro w d y+ M s+ Sh arm a cred ited  th is etiqu ette to  th e Prath am  ba lw a di+ Sh e feels th at stu -
d en ts w h o co m e d irectly in to sch o o l w ith o ut first atten d ing a ba lw a di lack basic skills su ch  as th e kn o w led ge o f 
th e n am es o f fam iliar o bjects, th e ability to  listen  attentively, an d  even  th e cap acity to u se th e to ilet+ V ery few  of th e 
n o n -Prath am  ch ild ren  can  read + 
 Sw ati’s cu rren t C lass V I teach er, Laxm i M ittal, h ad  sim ilar p raise fo r Sw ati an d  Prath am + A lth o u gh  sh e d o es 
n o t teach  th e lo w er classes an d  so  can n o t co m m en t o n  th e Prath am  ba lw a dis, M s+ M ittal said  th at if Sw ati rep re-
sen ts Prath am ’s w o rk, th en  th e o rgan izatio n  h as d o n e a very fin e jo b+ D esp ite h er p raise fo r Sw ati, M s+ M ittal h ad  
so m e h arsh  w o rd s abo u t th e qu ality o f h er sch o o l+ Seventy ch ild ren  p er class is sim p ly un m an ageable — th e teach er 
can  n eith er keep  ch ild ren  u n d er co n tro l n o r en su re th at th ey are learn in g p ro p erly+ U su ally, th e sch o o l lacks elec-
tricity fo r th ree o u t o f th e five h o u rs th at sch o o l is in  sessio n + D u rin g th is tim e, ch ild ren  m u st lan gu ish  in  a h o t, 
d ark ro o m  w ith o ut ligh t an d  w ith o u t fan s+ E ven  w h en  th e sch o o l h as p ow er, several ch ild ren  m u st sit o n  th e crack-
in g cem en t flo o r in  th e sm all sp ace betw een  six ro w s o f th ree-p erso n  ben ch es an d  th e lo n g p ed estal in  fro n t o f th e 
ch alkbo ard + O n e o f th e fo u r fan s in  th e ro o m  is bro ken  an d  o n ly th ree bare in can d escen t bu lbs clin g to  th e agin g 
w h ite ceilin g+ M s+ M ittal also  said  th at th e go vern m en t o ften  p ro vid es an  im p ractical E n glish  syllabu s+ O n ly ten  o u t 



o f th e seven ty stu d en ts can  satisfacto rily read  th e C lass V I E n glish  bo o k, w h ich  leaves th e teach er w ith  th e d ifficu lt 
d ecisio n  o f p ro m o tin g th e sixty failin g ch ild ren  to  th e n ext class w h ere 
classw o rk is even  h ard er, o r d ecid in g to  h o ld  th e ch ild  back an d  riskin g 
h is d isin terest an d  even tu al dro p o u t+ T o  h elp  th ese teach ers, Prath am  h as 
qu ietly lau n ch ed  a sch o o l-im p ro vem en t p ro gram  th at m an y in  th e o rgan i-
zatio n  feel h as great p o ten tial+ So m e w arn , h o w ever, o f th e co n flict th at 
m igh t resu lt betw een  Prath am  an d  th e sch o o l p rin cip als if to o  m an y im -
p ro vem en ts co m e to o  qu ickly+ H o p efu lly, th e o rgan izatio n  an d  th e 
sch o o ls can  agree to  w o rk to geth er to  ach ieve th e co m m o n  go al o f a 
go o d  ed u catio n  fo r ch ild ren  everyw h ere+ 

Sw ati h erself w ill fin ish  at least C lass X II, h er m o th er gu aran teed + 
A fter th at, Sw ati h o p es to  atten d  co llege+ B ecau se o f Sw ati’s u n iversal 
excellen ce, th e girl’s m o th er said  th at Sw ati h as n ot yet d ecid ed  w h at sh e 
w o u ld  like to  p u rsu e+ B u t Sw ati’s m o th er d id  co m m en d  Prath am  fo r its 
h elp  w ith  h er d au gh ter+ B efo re Prath am  en tered  th e area, Sw ati’s m o th er 
w o rked  fo r th e Y o u n g W o m en ’s C h ristian  A sso ciatio n  (Y W C A ), w h ich  h as also  tried  to  ed u cate ch ild ren  in  In d ia+ 

O n ce sh e jo in ed  Prath am , h o w ever, sh e said  th at sh e felt so m e-
th in g d ifferen t abo u t th e o rgan izatio n : a feelin g o f fam ily, o f in co r-
p o ratio n  an d  co m m u n ity, th at co n vin ced  h er to  stay w ith  Prath am +
  
 T w o  bo ys, T ap an  an d  N aveen , an d  o n e girl, N ish a, all at-
ten d ed  th e sam e Prath am  ba lw a di in  1999+ T ap an , a n in e-year-o ld , 
atten d s C lass III in  th e p rivate B alp rakash  Sch o o l+ N aveen , a co n fi-
d en t th irteen -year-o ld C lass V I stu d en t in  a go vern m en t sch o o l, 
w o re a San ia M irza T -sh irt an d  p ro ved  extrem ely talkative+ A n d  
N ish a, th o u gh  a qu iet n in e-year-o ld , atten d s C lass III, also  in  a go v-
ern m en t sch o o l+ C lass size varies, fro m  tw en ty-fo u r in  N ish a’s class 
to  th irty-seven  in  T ap an ’s an d  fifty-seven in  N aveen ’s+ A ll th ree ch il-

d ren  h ave kep t in  co n tact sin ce th ey grad u ated  fro m  th e ba lw a di, an  in d icatio n  o f th e fam ilial atm o sp h ere th at 
Prath am  m ain tain s+ N ish a recalled  fo n d ly th e p lays an d  p o em s th at 
th e ch ild ren  recited  to geth er an d  rem em bered  th at sh e m o st en -
jo yed  exp erim en tin g w ith  co lo rs+ B o th  T ap an  an d  N aveen  h ave 
asp iratio n s o f beco m in g d o cto rs, an d  bo th  assu red  th at th ey w o u ld  
stay in  sch o o l u n til C lass X II an d  th en  atten d  co llege+ A lth o u gh  th e 
ch ild ren  co u ld  n o t p erfectly recall th eir m arks in  class, all w ere 
p erfo rm in g ad m irably in  th eir sch o o ls+ A ll th e ch ild ren  n o ted  th at 
th eir p aren ts su p p o rted  th eir ed u catio n + N aveen ’s tw o  siblin gs also  
atten d  sch o o l, bu t o f T ap an ’s o ld er bro th er an d  sister, o n ly th e 
bro th er go es to  sch o o l+ T h ese ch ild ren  liked  all o f th eir su bjects, 
w h ich  w ere th e sam e as th ose o f th e oth er stu d en ts, but fo u n d 
E n glish  by far th e m o st ch allen gin g+ A lth o u gh  th ey co u ld  no t read , 
th ey co u ld  say a few  sim p le E n glish  p h rases, su ch  as “M y n am e is… ” an d  “H o w  are yo u ?” an d  eagerly lo o ked  fo r-
w ard  to  p erfectin g th e lan gu age+ T ap an  an d  N aveen  bo th  lo ve w atch in g an d  p layin g cricket an d  h o ld  Sach in  T en -
d u lkar an d  V iren d er Seh w ag, bo th  p ro m in en t In d ian  cricketers, as h ero es+ A lth o u gh  N ish a p refers cricketer M ah en -
d ra Sin gh  D h o n i, sh e en jo ys d an cin g to  film  so n gs m u ch  m o re th an  sh e likes cricket+ O f th e th ree ch ild ren , N aveen  
becam e th e ch attiest an d  m an aged  to  m ain tain  an  h o u r-lon g co n versatio n  w ith  th e in terview er, w h o  cam e fro m  
th e o th er sid e o f th e w o rld  an d  h ad  a vastly d ifferen t backgro u n d + C o n versatio n  ran ged  fro m  m o vies to cars to 



fru its+ Su ch  a talen t w ill greatly facilitate th is bo y’s ed u catio n al an d  p ro fessio n al su ccess+ D esp ite th eir su ccesses in 
sch o o l, th ese th ree ch ild ren  recalled  th e ba lw a di d ays as so m e o f th eir fin est+ 
 Six ch ild ren  o f d ifferen t ages an d  varyin g backgro u n d s all lau d ed  Prath am + In d eed , th e o rgan izatio n ’s ef-
fo rts h ave h elp ed  th ese ch ildren  ad van ce bo th  ed u catio n ally an d  p erso n ally+ T h ey h ave allo w ed  tw o  w o rkin g girls  
w h o  h ad  n ever atten d ed  sch o o l to  d o  so , h elp ed  a ten -year-o ld  girl to p  every su bject in  C lass V I, an d  created  a 
bo n d  o f frien d sh ip  betw een  th ree yo u n g 
ch ild ren + Sto ries like th ese exem p lify 
Prath am ’s go als+  
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 Prath am ’s n ew  E n glish  in structio n  
p ro gressed  w ell+ A fter receivin g th eir p lays, 
teach ers began  to  p ick ro les in  th e p lay an d  
read  th e lin es+ A t first, read in g cam e m o -
n o to n o u sly, w ith  little feelin g o r in flectio n + 
N o  o n e p au sed  after p erio d s, an d  everyo n e 
in stead  read  p assages as lo n g strin gs o f 
w o rd s+ A fter several read in gs an d  after th e 
p lay h ad  been  re-tran slated  in to  H in d i, 
h o w ever, teach ers began  im p ro vin g th eir 
sp eech + T h ey to o k th e requ isite sm all 
p au ses after sen ten ces an d  began  in jectin g 
so m e em o tio n  in to  th eir lin es+ E veryo n e h as p ro gressed  ad m irably+ 
 T h e ran ge o f abilities, h o w ever, is rath er large+ So m e teach ers can  tran slate th e en tire p lay in to  H in d i w ith -
o u t an y h elp  at all, bu t oth ers n eed  alm o st every w o rd  tran slated  fo r th em + A ll teach ers reco gn ize th e E n glish  al-
p h abet, so m eth in g qu ite im p ressive, an d  can  satisfacto rily so u n d  o u t m o st w o rd s+ Lo n ger w o rd s, su ch  as 
“ap o lo gize”, an d  so m e u n fam iliar so u n d s, su ch  as “saw ”, still cau se so m e teach ers p ro blem s+ T h e co m bin atio n  o f 
“o ” an d  “w ” cau ses co n fu sio n , sin ce “h o w ” an d  “cro w ” h ave th e sam e tw o  letters bu t d ifferen t so u n d s+ C o n se-
qu en tly, so m e teach ers p ro n o u n ced  “h o w ” as “h o e” an d  “cro w ” as “crao ”, bu t by th e en d  o f th e sessio n , m o st o f 
th ese co n fu sio n s w ere so rted  o u t+ So m e teach ers also  h ad  p ro blem s p ro n o u n cin g “eat” an d  “ate”+ T en se also  co n -
fu sed  a few  teach ers+ 
 M o st teach ers seem  in terested  in  learn in g E n glish , th o u gh  sh yn ess d o m in ates th eir actio n s+ So m e teach -
ers w ill n o t vo lu nteer to  p lay th e larger p arts in  th e p lay, bu t gu aran tee th at th ey w ill stan d  u p  an d  read  th e w h o le 
p lay th e n ext d ay, w h ich  d isp lays im p ressive d ed icatio n + 
 Y et th e largest p ro blem  rem ain s o n e o f em o tio n  an d  u n d erstan d in g— h o w  to  co n n ect w ith  th e lan gu age+ 
T o  so lve th is p ro blem , teach ers w ill first act o u t th e p lay in  H in d i, w ith  all ap p ro p riate bo d y m o vem en ts an d  vo ice 
in flectio n + T h ey w ill th en  h o p efu lly u n d erstan d  th e p ro p er exp ressio n  u sed  fo r each  lin e an d  in co rp o rate th at em o -
tio n  in to  th eir E n glish  read in gs+ H o p efu lly th is strategy w ill elim in ate th e m o n o to n y in  th eir sp eech  alto geth er+ 
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 In  p rep aratio n  fo r th e large kite flyin g festivities o n  15 A u gu st, In d ia’s In d ep en d en ce D ay, Prath am  stu -
d en ts at th e D C C W  co n stru cted  th eir o w n  kite+ W h en  th e ch ild ren  learn ed  o f th eir su rp rise task, a reso u n d in g 
ch eer ro se even  fro m  th e m ost tacitu rn  of stu d ents+ A lth o ugh  m o st kitem akers u se p ap er in  th eir d esign s, th is p ar-
ticu lar kite u sed  p lain  w h ite p lastic+ C h ild ren  first co lo red  th e kite in  o rd er to  m ake it ap p ro p riate fo r celebratio n + 
C rim so n  an d  vibran t blu e co lo rs so o n  filled  o utlin es o f five-p etal flow ers+ M an y ch ild ren  fo u gh t fo r th e tw o  th ick 
black m arkers so  th at th ey co u ld  strike th eir n am e bo ld ly o n to  th e kite’s w h ite face+ Stu d en ts d id , h o w ever, in sist 



th at th e sm ilin g yello w  Prath am  lo go  o ccu p y th e cen ter o f th e lo go + A lth o u gh  o n e stu d en t d id  m issp ell Prath am  as 
“Parth am ”, th is d ecisio n  exem p lifies th e ch ild ren ’s feelin gs to w ard s th e o rgan izatio n + 
 O n ce th e ch ild ren  h ad  fin ish ed  co lo rin g, tw o  o r th ree ch ild ren  id en tified  th em selves as avid  kite fliers an d  
kite bu ild ers+ W ith o u t even  co n su ltin g th e in stru ctio n s, th ey co n fid en tly alerted  th e ch ild  w h o  h ad  read  th e in stru c-

tio n s th at h e h ad  braced  th e kite backw ard s+ T h ey th en  p ro -
ceed ed  to  brace th e kite p ro p erly an d  strin g it, all w ith o u t takin g 
h eed  o f th e in stru ctio n s+ O n e o f th e Prath am  o fficers said  th at 
th e ch ild ren  w ere all w ro n g an d  h ad  p u t th e strin g o n  backw ard s+ 
H e to o k it u p o n  h im self to  restrin g it th e “p ro p er” w ay an d  so o n  
h ad  h im self n in e d ifferen t bets o f 50 ru p ees each  th at h e h im self 
h ad  d o n e it w ro n g+ 
 W h en  th e o fficer w en t to  lau n ch  th e kite, h e fo u n d  th at 
it d rifted  h ap h azard ly fo r a few  seco n d s, tu rn ed  itself flat, an d  
th en  crash ed  d efin itively in to th e gro u n d + Stu d en ts gave h im  a 
go o d -n atu red  ch eer an d  th en  d em an d ed  th eir 450 ru p ees+ T h e 
ch ild ren  to o k co n tro l again  an d  restru n g th e kite th eir w ay+ 
T w en ty feet of strin g w as let lo o se an d  a tall stu d ent in  a blu e 
sh irt th rew  th e kite u p  as a sh o rter stu d en t in  red  tu gged  o n  th e 
strin g to  cajo le it h igh er+ T h is tim e, th e kite flo ated  five feet in  
th e air, d id  a flip , a h alf-tu rn , an d  th en  crash ed  d efin itively in to 
th e gro u n d + T h e Prath am  o fficer let o u t a lo n eso m e yell an d  
ch id ed  th e ch ild ren  fo r th eir o w n  fo lly+  
 A fter h alf an  h o u r o f su stain ed  attem p ts, so m eo n e d e-
cid ed  to  fin ally co n su lt th e instru ctio n s+ Q u ickly, stu d en ts stru n g 
u p  th e kite th e o fficial w ay an d  let it lo o se o n ce m o re+ T h is kite 
n ever even  left th e gro u n d + W h en  so m e o th er stu d en ts w en t to 
give th e in stru ctio n s an  even clo ser lo ok, an o th er ch ild fou n d  a 
w id e red  p ap er kite+ B y th e tim e th e o th er stu d en ts h ad  fin ish ed  
th eir exam in atio n , th ese ch ild ren  h ad  th e red  kite flyin g stably at 

least tw ice as h igh  as th e p lastic kite h ad  ever flow n + H o p efu lly, ch ild ren  in  D C C W  w ill d u p licate th e p assio n  an d 
talen t th at th ey h ad  fo r th e kite in  th eir ed u catio n + 

In stru cto rs sch ed u led  th e teach ers’ E n glish  class fo r 11:45, bu t at th at tim e th ere w ere bu t a few  teach ers 
read y+ So m e teach ers su ggested  th at th e oth ers h ad  lo st in terest, n o t u n likely fo r m idd le -aged  w o m en  tryin g to  
learn  a to u gh  lan gu age+ O th ers sim p ly said  th at th e o th ers h ad  to o  m u ch  w o rk to  d o + N o n eth eless, by 12:15, m o st 
teach ers h ad  tu rn ed  u p , an d  in stru ctio n  began + T each ers read  th e sam e p lay o n ce o r tw ice m o re, bu t a few  o f th e 
best sp eakers w ere asked  to  m em o rize a p articu lar p art o f th e p lay fo r h o m ew o rk in  o rd er to  tru ly co n n ect w ith  
th e lan gu age+ M an y o f th e teach ers said , h o w ever, th at find in g tim e to  sit d o w n  an d  m em o rize th e p lay at h o m e 
w o u ld  p ro ve im p o ssible becau se o f th eir h ectic p ro fessio n al lives an d  m yriad  h o u seh o ld  tasks+ 
 A s an o th er ro ute to gain in g th e n ecessary em o tio n  requ ired  in  E n glish , in stru cto rs p lan n ed  to  sh o w  th e 
teach ers scen es fro m  H in d i m o vies an d  tran slate th e d ialo gu es in to  E n glish + A s th e teach ers th en  read  th eir lin es, 
th ey co u ld  try to in ject as m uch  em o tio n  in to th eir lin e as th e acto r h ad  in jected  in to  h is+ A d d itio n ally, in stru cto rs 
asked  teach ers to  each  p ick o n e jo ke in  H in d i an d  try to  tran slate an d  read  it th e fo llo w in g d ay+ T h ese m eth o d s 
sh o u ld  h elp  bu ild  co n fid en ce in  sp eakin g an d  h elp  th e teach ers sp eak w ith  em otio n + 
  A lth o u gh  tw o  o r th ree teach ers clearly d o m in ate th e class, m o st teach ers are im p ro vin g at least sligh tly 
th eir E n glish  vo cabu lary an d  p ro n u n ciatio n + W h en  th e in stru cto rs asked  if teach ers co u ld  co m e early th e fo llo w in g 
d ay, th e teach ers all rep lied  negatively an d  cited  th eir d em an d in g h o u seh o ld  an d  p ro fessio n al resp o n sibilities+ D e-



sp ite th ese d ifficu lties, m an y teach ers still vo lu nteer to  learn  E n glish , sh o w in g bo th  an  eagern ess an d  d ed icatio n  
th at w ill o n ly ben efit th e teach ers if su stain ed + 
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 So u th  Sh ah d ara, h o w ever, is a “five-
star” slu m + A fter all, th e d istrict h as ro ad s, its 
p eo p le live in  stu rd y bu ild in gs— in  fact, So u th  
Sh ah d ara h as its very o w n  x-ray an d  u ltraso u n d  
cen ter+ T h is d istrict w as also  Prath am ’s first in  
D elh i, so  m an y ch ild ren  h ere h ave alread y m ad e 
trem en d o u s p ro gress+ 
 O n  th e o th er sid e o f D elh i lies a sm all 
area called  Z akh ira+ T h ree railro ad  tracks im -
p riso n  th e citizen s o f th is illegal d istrict in  an  
alm o st equ ilateral trian gle+ T rash , u rin e, an d  
d efecatio n  clo g th e tracks, bu t train s barge p ast 
th e area w ith o u t stop p in g+ C ars zip p in g p ast o n  
th e flyo ver abo ve barely h azard  a glan ce in to  th e sh an ty belo w + Lu cky fam ilies h ave ro ofs o f co rro d in g co rru gated 
m etal+ U n lu cky o n es stretch  sh eets o f black p lastic acro ss th eir crackin g p laster w alls an d  w eigh  th em  d o w n  w ith  
bricks+ N o  o n e h as w ater in  th is area: fam ilies m u st risk th e jo u rn ey acro ss th e tracks to  a n earby w ater sp igo t an d  

h au l back gallo n s o f w ater in  bu lky p lastic tan ks each  
d ay+ A  fo rebo d in g silen ce rests o ver th is airy sp ace—
p erh ap s in  rem em bran ce o f th e yo u n g ch ild  w h o  w as 
recen tly ru n  o ver by a train  as h e fo llo w ed  h is m oth er 
to  w o rk+ W h en  th e p o lice cam e, th e m o th er h ad  to 
p reten d  th e late ch ild  w as n o t h ers in  o rd er to  avo id  
p u n ish m en t fo r en d an gerin g th e lives o f th o se abo ard  
th e train  an d  to  en su re th at th e au th o rities d id  n o t 
d estro y th is illegal co m m u n ity+ U n like So u th  
Sh ah d ara, w h ere m an y resid en ts w o rk as d o m estic 
h elp ers, m o st fam ilies in  Z akh ira h ave set u p  sm all 
m icro -en terp rises+ O n e fam ily m ad e an d  so ld  tea, 
w h ile an o th er m ad e sm all go o d s to  sell at a n earby 
m arket+ O th ers earn ed  45 ru p ees, less th an  o n e d o l-
lar, to  extract iro n  fro m  facto ry w aste+ M aru ti, a m ajo r 

car m an u factu rer in  In d ia, u sed  m an y fam ilies in  th is area to  m ake au to  p arts ch eap ly+ O n e w o m an  earn ed  10 to  15 
ru p ees, abo u t 26 cen ts, p er d ay to  sh ap e so m e o f th e au to  m aker’s ru bber p arts+ C o m p ared  to  Sh ah d ara, Z akh ira 
w as h o p elessly d estitute+ 

W h en  Prath am  set u p  a p ro gram  in  th is area in  2005, m an y m em bers o f th e o rgan izatio n  saw  th is ven tu re 
as o n e o f its m o st d ifficu lt+ B ecau se o f Z akh ira’s even  greater p o verty, m an y p aren ts are far m o re relu ctan t to  sen d 
th eir ch ild ren  to  Prath am  p ro gram s+ M an y resid en ts o f Z akh ira rarely stay in  th e area fo r m o re th an  a few  m o n th s, 
w h ich  m akes it very d ifficu lt fo r Prath am  to  teach  so m eth in g su bstan tial+ Fu rth erm o re, ch ild ren  m u st cro ss th e 
railro ad  tracks in  o rd er to  get to  th e n earest sch o o l, a jo u rn ey th at m o st p aren ts d are n o t risk+ N everth eless, 
R ach n a, th e Prath am  area h ead  o f Z akh ira, estim ates th at as o f 2006, th e o rgan izatio n  h as p u t 220 of th e 3300 ch il-
d ren  in  th e area in to  d irect Prath am  p ro gram s+ M o st o f Prath am ’s ch ild ren  h ere p articip ate in  L2R  (Learn  to  R ead ) 
p ro gram s th at h elp  th em  ach ieve th e exp ected  literacy an d  m ath em atical level fo r th eir age+ A d d itio n ally, Prath am ’s 



library serves all th e ch ild ren  in  th e area+ D u rin g Prath am ’s seco n d  year in  Z akh ira, R ach n a aim s to  d o u ble th e 
n u m ber o f Prath am  teach ers in  th e d istrict an d  co n tin u e Prath am ’s qu ick exp an sio n  in to  th e area+ 

 O n e o f th e first to  co m m en d  th e su ccess o f Prath am  w as R ajen d ra K u m ar, th e fo rm er p resid en t 
o f Z akh ira’s T rad ers A sso ciatio n  an d  B JP 
G en eral Secretary fo r th e d istrict o f K aro l-
bagh + In  1952, K u m ar’s fam ily m o ved  to 
Z akh ira fro m  Lah o re, a city p laced  in  Paki-
stan  after Partitio n + In  2001, h e tried  to  set 
u p  an  ed u catio n al p ro gram  o f h is o w n , bu t 
u n fo rtu n ately saw  it d eclin e very qu ickly+ 
So o n  after Prath am  en tered  th e area, K u m ar 
said  h e saw  an  alm o st im m ed iate ch an ge+ 
C h ild ren  in  Z akh ira p revio u sly kn ew  n o th -
in g o f In d ia’s In d ep en d en ce D ay, 15 A u gu st, 
bu t th is year h ad  a gian t festival to  co m -
m em o rate th e d ate+ Z akh ira so o n  fo u n d 
itself sw arm in g w ith  ch ild ren able to  co u n t 
an d  to  read  th e H in d i scrip t, so m eth in g th at 
alm o st n o  o n e in  th e area co u ld  d o  befo re+ 
K u m ar h as sin ce w o rked  h ard  to  co n vin ce resid en ts o f Z akh ira to  sen d  th eir ch ild ren  to  Prath am + 

B esid es th e L2R  p ro gram s, Prath am  h as set u p  several ba lw a dis in  th e area+ O n e Prath am  teach er h eld  h er 
ba lw a di in  a sm all o p en  h u t barely th e w id th  o f tw o  step s+ W h ite cem en t to w ard s th e fro n t o f th e h u t yield ed  to 
d ark green  w o o d  to w ard s th e back o f th e stru ctu re+ B ricks h eld  d o w n  a bro ken  ro o f o f co rru gated  m etal+ N o  ligh t 

bu lbs lit th e ro o m , an d  th e sm all am o u n t o f su n ligh t th at m ad e it 
th ro u gh  th e tin y d o o r w as in ad equ ate fo r read in g+ N o n eth eless, ba lw a di 
stu d en ts bro u gh t a go o d  am o u n t o f ch arm  to  th e bu ild in g an d  co vered  
th e w alls w ith  co lo rfu l cu tou ts o f bu tterflies, p ain tin gs o f green  lan d -
scap es, an d  a clo th eslin e d rap ed  w ith  co u n tless vibran t bo o ks+ A lth o u gh  
th ree o r fo u r ch ild ren  w alked  o u t o f th e ba lw a di u n ch allen ged , m o st o f 
th e ch ild ren  seem ed  alert an d  atten tive+ 
 So m e o f th e p aren ts, h o w ever, vo iced  sign ifican t co n cern s+ 
O n e, Sh am im a K h ato u m , co m p lain ed  th at Prath am  h ad  h elp ed  h er ch ild  
gain  ad m issio n  to  an  M C D  sch o o l a w h ile back, bu t th e sch o o l still 
lacked  teach ers an d  an  ad m in istratio n  an d  h ad  n o t yet o p en ed + “W h at is 
th e p o in t of all th is learn in g, th en ?” sh e said + A n o th er p aren t, a tall m an  
n am ed  Sh am bh u  D ayal, tried  to  co n so le Sh am im a an d  said  th at every-
th in g w o u ld  w o rk o u t if sh e h ad  p atien ce+ R ach n a o verh eard  th is co n ver-
satio n  an d  said  th at if th e sch o o l d id  n o t o p en  very so o n , sh e w o u ld  lead 
th e co m m u n ity in  a m arch  o n  th e o ffices o f th e M u n icip al C o rp o ratio n  o f 
D elh i+  
Prath am  set u p  m an y o th er ba lw a dis w h erever sp ace co u ld  be fo u n d + 
So m e o f th e ba lw a dis h ad  full atten d an ce, bu t o th ers o n ly h ad  fo u r o r 
five ch ild ren + O n e ba lw a di co n sisted  o f tw enty-eigh t ch ildren  sittin g o n  

fo u r m ats o u tsid e a blu e-w alled  h o u se w ith  a p ictu re o f Sh iva o n  it+ A n o th er to o k p lace in  a very sm all, very d ark 
ro o m  a few  feet aw ay, an d  ano th er in  a co u rtyard  a bit fu rth er o ff+ T h is typ e of ad ap tability is im p ressive, bu t th e 
d ifferen ces betw een  th e n icest ba lw a dis an d  th e w o rst w ere p erh ap s to o  large+ 



 Prath am ’s library to o k p lace beh in d  a sm all w h ite brick w all th at p ro vid ed  a bit o f sh ad e+ T w en ty-o n e ch il-
d ren  sat co m fo rtably o n  several m ats set u p  in  a large rectan gle+ M o st seem ed  en ch an ted  by th e bo o ks th at th ey 

w ere read in g, bu t o n e ch ild  h ad  go n e fu rth er an d  h ad  actu ally co m p o sed  a 
p o em + H e h ad  given  th e w o rd s a rain bo w -co lo red  backgro u n d  an d  read  w ith  
an  u n w averin g rh yth m + A fter fin ish in g h is read in g, th is bo y beam ed  p ro u d ly as 
h is au d ien ce o f fello w  library stu d en ts ap p lau d ed +  
B u t th e ch ild ren  th em selves h ad  so m e very in terestin g sto ries+ R azia Su ltan a, a 
ten -year-o ld  girl w h o  recen tly m o ved  fro m  B ih ar atten d ed  so m e classes at a 
M ad rassa+ R o sh an , h er m o th er, says th at h er R azia’s atten d an ce w as in term it-
ten t at best+ A fter several m o n th s o f classes, R azia h ad  still learn ed  alm o st n o  
U rd u , an d  h er fam ily gave u p + T h ey m o ved  to  Z akh ira, w h ere th ey en ro lled  h er 
in  an  L2R  p ro gram + R azia sp o ke n o  H in d i befo re atten d in g th e class, bu t after 
eigh t m o n th s o f L2R , sh e co u ld  su ccessfu lly read  a ch ild ren ’s bo o k called  
C ha n da  M a m a  A u r Sita re (The M oon  a n d the Sta rs)+ W h en  asked  if R azia h ad  
a jo b, R o sh an  qu ickly d eclared  th at sh e h ad  n o n e+ “T h ey’re kid s+ T h ey sh o u ld  
be learn in g an d  p layin g, n o t w o rkin g,” R o sh an  said  p lead in gly, realizin g th at 
very few  p eo p le in  th e area accep ted  h er p h ilo so p h y+ R azia h as sin ce gain ed  
ad m issio n  in  an  M C D  sch o o l, bu t th e sch o o l is yet to  o p en + H o p efu lly, th e 
sch o o l w ill o p en  so o n  so  th at R azia can  co n tin u e h er ed u catio n al jo u rn ey 
w ith o u t m u ch  in terru p tio n + Perh ap s th e u p p er ad m in istratio n  o f Prath am  

sh o u ld  get m o re in vo lved  in  p etitio n in g th e go vern m en t fo r th e o p en in g o f th is, an d  o th er, M C D  sch o o ls+ 
 M u n n a, a sh y tw elve-year-o ld  bo y in  C lass V , h ad  n ever go n e to  sch o o l befo re+ A fter h is birth  in  

Z akh ira, M u n n a m o ved  w ith  h is m o th er, Sarasw ati, to  a village w h ere th e co n cep t o f ed u catio n  h ard ly existed + A l-
th o u gh  h e tried  to  learn  a little bit at h o m e w ith  h is m o th er, h is attem p ts w ere w h o lly u n su ccessfu l+ H e m o ved  
back to  Z akh ira sligh tly o ver a year ago  an d  h eard  th at a w o m an  n am ed  Su sh ila w as h o ld in g classes in  th e area+ 
A fter stu d yin g fo r th ree m o nth s in  an  L2R  
p ro gram  w ith  Su sh ila, h e began  stu d yin g 
w ith  Prem , o n e o f th e m o st belo ved  
Prath am  teach ers in  th e area+ Prem  an d  
Su sh ila tau gh t M u n n a to  read  flu en tly in 
eigh t m o n th s th ro u gh  th e u se o f a H in d i 
p rim er bo o k th at M u n n a said  h e lo ved + 
W h en  h e cam e h o m e o n e d ay an d  w ro te h is 
n am e fo r h is m o th er, Sarasw ati began  to  cry 
an d  co vered  M u n n a w ith  kisses+ Sarasw ati 
said  th at M u n n a n o w  valu es h is ed u catio n  
abo ve alm o st an yth in g else an d  stu d ies 
m u ch  m o re th an  h e p lays+ W h en  asked  if 
M u n n a w o rked , Sarasw ati said  jo kin gly, “H e 
w o n ’t d o  an yth in g!” In d eed , Prath am  h as 
h elp ed  M u n n a ad van ce fro m  a life o f p er-
p etu al w o rk to  o n e o f co n stan t ed u catio n + 
In  ju st eigh t m o n th s, Prath am  p u t a ch ild  w h o  h ad  n ever learn ed  befo re in to  C lass V + Prath am  m u st co n tin u e th is 
bran d  o f w o rk+ 

 A  brigh t-eyed  bo y w earin g a blu e flow er-p attern ed  collar sh irt an d  grey p an ts in tro d u ced  h im self 
as N iraj+ N eelam , th e m o th er o f th is ten -year-o ld  bo y, p u t h im  in  a n u rsery at th e age o f th ree, w h en  th ey u sed  to 



live in  M o d i N agar+ Later o n , th e fam ily m o ved  to  a village, w h ere N iraj sto p p ed  learn in g+ T w o  years ago , h e cam e 
to  Z akh ira, w h ere h e d ecid ed  to  co n tin u e h is ed u catio n + A lth o u gh  h e alread y kn ew  h o w  to  read  an d  w rite befo re 
h e cam e to  Prath am , th e n earest M C D  sch o o l h ad  tu rn ed  h im  aw ay w h en  h e h ad  co m e to  ap p ly so lely becau se o f 
ap ath y+ N eelam  th en  p u t th e bo y in to  a Prath am  L2R  p ro gram  so  th at h e d id  n o t fo rget w h at h e h ad  learn ed + A fter 
th ree m o n th s w ith  Prem , h e su ccessfu lly gain ed  ad m issio n  to  C lass V  th ro u gh  th e in terven tio n  o f Prath am + N iraj 
said  th at h e really en jo yed  h is L2R  p ro gram  an d  felt th at Prem  tau gh t very w ell+ H e said  th at h e u sed  to  learn  m ath  
w ith  bu n d les, an  easy w ay to  d em o n strate p lace valu es, an d  still 
n am es m ath  as h is favo rite su bject+ H e also  en jo ys th e com p u ter 
classes th at h e receives at th e M C D  sch o o l+ A n  avid  view er o f 
H in d i film s, N iraj said  th at h ad  h e n o t go tten  in vo lved  w ith  
Prath am , h e w o u ld  h ave sp en t h is tim e p layin g gam es an d  w atch -
in g m o vies+ H e n o w  says th at h e p refers ed u catio n  to  bo th  of 
th ese p u rsu its+ It seem s th at Prath am  can  even  p lay a vital ro le in  
h elp in g th o se w h o  can  alread y read + N iraj’s sto ry o n ly w id en s 
Prath am ’s acco m p lish m en ts an d  p o ten tial+ 
 A fter th is sto ry o f a bo y w h o  kn ew  alm o st everyth in g 
co m es a sto ry o f a girl w h o  kn ew  alm o st n o th in g+ D eep ika cam e 
w earin g a p in k flo w er sh irt an d  a blu e skirt+ Sh e atten d ed  an  M C D  
sch o o l u n til C lass V , w h en  it becam e clear th at D eep ika h ad  
learn ed  n o th in g+ Sh e co u ld  n o t read , n o r co u ld  sh e d o  sim p le m ath em atics+ So  D eep ika’s m o th er, Su sh m a, d e-
cid ed  to  en ro ll h er in  a Prath am  L2R  class to  try to  h elp  h er+ A fter stu d yin g w ith  Prem  fo r eigh t m o n th s, sh e h as 
learn ed  to  read  flu en tly an d  p ro u d ly read  a sto ry abo u t th e A rabian  N igh ts+ Sh e n o w  atten d s C lass V  again + A l-
th o u gh  sh e u sed  to  h ate it, sh e said  th at sh e n o w  p raises Prem  fo r tearin g h er aw ay from  h er d aily T o m  an d  Jerry 
carto o n  to  atten d  th e L2R  p ro gram + Su sh m a said  th at D eep ika n o w  in sists o n  go in g to  sch o o l, even  if sh e is sick o r 

h u n gry o r th irsty+ D eep ika n ow  n am es H in d i, a to p ic sh e h ated  
fo r five years, as h er favo rite su bject+ Ju st like N iraj, D eep ika 
said  th at sh e w o u ld h ave sp en t h er tim e p layin g h id e an d  seek 
o r sta pu , a co m m o n  gam e p layed  w ith  sto n es, h ad  Prath am  n o t 
begu n  ed u catin g h er after sh e h ad  d ro p p ed  o u t o f sch o o l+ B u t 
D eep ika w as n ever far fro m  bein g p ro d d ed  to w ard s ed u catio n + 
H er au n t, a tall p ro u d  w o m an  n am ed  Saira, is th e de fa cto 
w o m an  lead er o f th e co m m u n ity+ Sh e h as h ad  an  in valu able 
ro le in  h elp in g Prath am  reach  th e p aren ts m o st stu bbo rn ly 
again st ed u catio n + Sh e to ld  m an y tales o f go in g to  certain  
h o u ses an d  co n vin cin g p aren ts+ “So m etim es w ith  lo ve, so m e-
tim es w ith  an ger— bu t I alw ays w o n  in  th e en d ,” Saira said  abo u t 
h er effo rts+ D eep ika’s sto ry is an o th er o f Prath am ’s great su c-
cesses, bu t Saira’s is an  exam p le o f w h at Prath am  sh o u ld  try to  

d o  in  every co m m u n ity: co n vin ce th e p eo p le w ith  p o w er in each  n eigh bo rh o o d  abo u t th e valu e o f ed u catio n , an d  
let th em  d o  th e rest+ 
 O n e o f th e m o st rem arkable sto ries in  th is area co m es fro m  a ten -year-o ld  girl in  a ligh t-blu e sh irt n am ed  
So n u + Sh e an d  h er fath er left h er m o th er in  B ih ar an d  cam e to  Z akh ira eigh t o r n in e m o n th s ago + Sh e lives at h o m e 
essen tially alo n e: h er fath er leaves early every m o rn in g fo r w o rk an d  retu rn s an grily late every n igh t+ E ven  at su ch  a 
yo u n g age, So n u  d o es all th e co o kin g an d  clean in g requ ired  at h o m e+ Sh e m ay n ever leave th e h o u se, o r h er fa-
th er, w h o m  So n u  m o rtally fears, w ith  beat h er+ In  fact, th e o n ly tim e sh e m ay leave h er h o u se is w h en  sh e go es to  
atten d  a Prath am  p ro gram + O rigin ally, So n u ’s fath er w as o n e o f th e m o st an ti-ed u catio n  p aren ts in  Z akh ira+ H e 



in sisted  th at So n u  n eed ed  to  w o rk an d  th at sh e w o u ld  n ever learn  an yth in g in  th e L2R  p ro gram s+ B u t Saira even tu -
ally co axed  tw o  o r th ree d ays o u t o f So n u ’s fath er, an d  h e saw  an  im m ed iate im p ro vem en t in  h is d au gh ter’s ed u ca-
tio n + So n u  kn ew  n o  H in d i befo re atten d in g th e L2R  p ro gram , bu t after eigh t m o n th s, sh e can  sp eak qu ite w ell an d  
read  satisfacto rily+ Sh e said  th at h er fath er n o w  lo ves th at h is d au gh ter can  read + Sh e h as n o w  gain ed  ad m issio n  to  
an  M C D  sch o o l, bu t jo in s th e very an gry ch ild ren  w h o se p ro m ised  sch o o l h as n o t yet o p en ed + H o p efu lly So n u  an d  
all th e o th er ch ild ren  w ill so o n  start atten d in g th eir sch o o l an d  co n tin u e u n im p ed ed  o n  th eir qu est to w ard s 
kn o w led ge+ Prath am  h as started  th eir jo u rn ey, bu t a jo u rn ey is n o th in g w ith  co m p letio n + 
 E ven  in  Z akh ira, an  area p lagu ed  by d isease, m aln u tritio n , an d  co n stan t d an ger, Prath am  h as m an aged  to  
begin  ed u catin g ch ild ren + D esp ite th eir n eed  fo r fo o d  an d  m o n ey, m an y ch ild ren  an d  p aren ts h ave realized  ed u ca-
tio n ’s ben efits an d  accep ted  Prath am ’s assistan ce+ 
 
Su ggestio n s 

Prath am  h as su ccessfu lly tau gh t m an y ch ild ren  to  read  flu en tly+ M o st ch ild ren  d o , h o w ever, read  
w ith o u t em otio n + In  o rd er to  brin g o u t fu lly a ch ild ’s em o tio n  an d  en th u siasm , Prath am  sh o u ld  co n -
sid er ad d in g assign m en ts th at requ ire creativity to  its cu rricu lu m + In stead  o f h avin g a ch ild  read  th e 
sam e sto ry o ver an d  o ver again , en co u rage th e ch ild  to  co m e u p  w ith  a n ew  en d in g to  th e sto ry+ In -
stead  o f sim p ly d o in g bo ard  after bo ard  o f sim ilar m ath  su m s, co m e u p  w ith  w o rd  p ro blem s th at 
stress th e p ractical ap p lication  o f m ath + C h ild ren  w ill realize w h y 373+ 457 really m atters if th ey can  
relate th e p ro blem  to  th eir lives+ In stead  o f en co u ragin g th e p ractice o f so m e librarian s o f arbitrarily 
h an d in g o u t n ew  bo o ks to  ch ild ren  as so o n  as th ey fin ish  an  o ld  o n e, give each  ch ild  a little bit o f 
tim e to  really u n d erstan d  w h at h e h as read + A sk h im  to  talk abo u t it an d  tell h im  to  ask qu estio n s+ 
H ave several ch ild ren  read  th e sam e bo o k o n e d ay an d  h o ld  a d iscu ssio n  abo u t th e bo o k+ Su ch  in ter-
active exercises w ill even tu ally en su re th at ch ild ren  learn  m u ch  m o re an d  w ill retain  w h at th ey h ave 
learn ed  as w ell+ 
A lth o u gh  Prath am  d o es fin d  its teach ers fro m  th e lo cal co m m u n ity, th e o rgan izatio n  sh o u ld  m ake a 
stro n g attem p t to  in crease its im age in  th e co m m u n ity+ E ven  m o st teach ers in  M C D  an d  go vern m en t 
sch o o ls d id  n o t kn o w  th e o rgan izatio n  existed + A s an  ed u catio n al o rgan izatio n , Prath am  m u st m ake 
abso lu tely su re th at teach ers an d  p rin cip als, at least, kn o w  w h at th e o rgan izatio n  d o es an d  th at it 
actu ally exists+ In  o rd er to  bu ild  su ch  an  im age, Prath am  sh o u ld  first co n vin ce th e co m m u n ity lead ers, 
as it h as begu n  to  d o  in  Z akh ira+ T h ese resp ected  m em bers o f th e co m m u n ity w ill th en  h ave m u ch  
m o re su ccess co n vin cin g relu ctan t p aren ts in  th e co m m u n ity to  jo in  Prath am  th an  th e o rgan izatio n , 
w h ich  m ay be view ed  an tago n istically, w ill+ Prath am  sh o u ld  lau n ch  a vigo ro u s ed u catio n al aw aren ess 
p ro gram  in  each  co m m u n ity th at actively in fo rm s resid en ts abo u t th e ben efits o f ed u catio n , eith er 
th ro u gh  h o ld in g sp eech es o r th ro u gh  p icto rial p o sters+ If co m m u n ity aw aren ess in creases, Prath am ’s 
jo b w ill beco m e m u ch  easier, an d  Prath am ’s su ccess w ill beco m e m u ch  greater+ 
M an y ch ild ren  an d  p aren ts h ave asked  fo r th e ad d itio n  of E n glish  an d  scien ce in  Prath am ’s cu rricu -
lu m + Prath am  sh o u ld  try to  m eet th ese requ ests qu ickly+ Sim p le scien ce exp erim en ts can  be m ad e 
w ith  very ch eap  m aterials+ Prath am  n eed  o n ly bu y vin egar an d  bakin g so d a to  d em o n strate an  exp lo -
sive ch em ical reactio n  th at releases carbo n  d io xid e+ O n e o f th e ch ild ren ’s favo rite fo rm s o f en tertain -
m en t, th e kite, can  sh o w  a p ractical ap p licatio n  o f B ern o u lli’s Prin cip le, th e sam e m ech an ism  by 
w h ich  a p lan e flies+ A lm o st all ch ild ren  w ill en jo y d em o n stratio n s like th ese, so  ad d in g th em  to  th e 
cu rricu lu m  w ill p ro bably resu lt in  greater atten d an ce an d  in terest+ If fin an ces p erm it, bu yin g a sim p le 
scien ce kit m igh t also  p ro ve rew ard in g+ E n glish  w ill p ro ve a h ard er ven tu re, sin ce ch ild ren  h ave n o  
en viro n m en t in  w h ich  to  p ractice th e lan gu age, an d  very few  teach ers can  sp eak w ell en o u gh  to  
teach + Prath am  so m etim es receives vo lu n teer requ ests fro m  m an y E n glish -sp eakin g p eo p le, w h o  m ay 
be able to  teach  fo r th e d u ratio n  o f th eir stay+ Sin ce th e alp h abet is rath er easy to  teach , an d  sin ce 



85*  o f E n glish  is p h o n etic, p erh ap s givin g ch ild ren  th e sam e bo o k in  bo th  H in d i an d  E n glish , o r h av-
in g bo o ks in  w h ich  o n e p age is in  H in d i an d  th e op p o site p age is in  E n glish , w ill p ro vid e ch ild ren  
en o u gh  co m p ariso n  to  stren gth en  th eir vo cabu laries+ Perh ap s libraries co u ld  h o ld  E n glish  d iscu ssio n  
p erio d s in  w h ich  ch ild ren  reflect o n  th e bo ok th ey ju st read — in  E n glish — to  p ractice sp eakin g+ In  
o rd er to  elim in ate gram m atical erro rs th at ch ild ren  m ay h ave d esp ite read in g th e bo o ks, m aybe o n e 
librarian  p er d istrict sh o u ld  u n d ergo  a basic E n glish  co u rse at a lan gu age sch o o l, if fin an ces p erm it+ 
Scien ce an d  E n glish  esp ecially w ill ex-
p an d  th e o p p o rtu n ities available to  ch il-
d ren  m an y tim es+ Prath am  sh o u ld  try to 
ad d  th ese co u rses to  its curricu lu m  as 
qu ickly as p o ssible+  
Perh ap s Prath am  sh o u ld  elim in ate th e 
ba lw a dis in  th e m o st d in gy o f co n d itio n s 
an d  m erge th em  w ith  so m e o f th e n icer 
o n es+ T each ers sh o u ld  o f co u rse m o ve 
alo n g w ith  th e ch ild ren  to  m ain tain  th e 
tw en ty-to -o n e ratio , bu t su ch  co n so lid a-
tio n  m igh t p ro vid e fo r a m o re co n d u cive 
learn in g en viro n m en t+ E sp ecially in  
Z akh ira, so m e ba lw a dis too k p lace in  
very d ark an d  cram p ed  co n d itio n s w h ile 
so m e o th ers w ere h eld  in  o p en  an d  brigh t sp aces+ A d d itio n ally, so m e ba lw a dis h ad  very few  ch ild ren  
in  atten d an ce+ Perh ap s m ergin g th e sm aller an d  d in gier ba lw a dis w ith  so m e o f th e better o n es 
w o u ld  give ch ild ren  a better learn in g en viro n m en t an d  h elp  keep  atten d an ce u p + 
O n e o f Prath am ’s greatest ch allen ges is p ro vid in g en o u gh  bo o ks fo r its p ro gram s+ Perh ap s m em bers 
o f Prath am  o verseas co u ld  h elp  in  th is area+ C u rren tly, overseas p ro gram s m o stly co nsist o f ever-
im p o rtan t fu n d raisin g d rives, bu t very few  p eo p le o u tsid e o f In d ia h ave exp erien ce d irectly h elp in g 
ch ild ren  in  th e slu m s+ T h e lead ers o f Prath am  B o oks co m m en ted  o n  h ow  d ifficu lt th ey fo u n d  it to 
fin d  go o d  au th o rs, fin d  go o d  p ictu res, an d  th en  sen d  th e bo o ks o ff fo r an  in itial tran slatio n , a n u m ber 
o f ed its, an d  a fin al tran slatio n + M an y p eo p le in  th e U n ited  States travel aro u n d  th e co u n try fre-
qu en tly, an d  m o st take lo ts o f p ictu res as w ell+ If so m e p eo p le in  th e U S o r U K  co u ld  w rite sh o rt ac-
co u n ts o r sto ries of th eir jou rn eys in  ch ild ren ’s lan gu age an d  p ro vid e so m e p ictu res w ith  th em , 
Prath am  B o o ks w o u ld  fin d  itself w ith  m u ch  m o re m aterial to  w o rk w ith + A d d itio n ally, p erh ap s so m e 
p eo p le o verseas m igh t h elp  w ith  tran slatin g bo o ks+ Several m em bers o f th e In d ian  d iasp o ra m ain tain  
th eir cu ltu re an d  lan gu age, so  fin d in g a G u jarati o r H in d i tran slato r w o u ld  p ro ve fairly easy+ Fu rth er-
m o re, Prath am  B o o ks m igh t co n sid er begin  sellin g bo o ks to  H in d i sch o o ls in  th e U S an d  th e U K + O f 
extrem ely h igh  qu ality bo th  p icto rially an d  literarily, th e bo o ks sh o u ld  h ave su bstan tial ap p eal am o n g 
In d ian  sch o o ls abro ad + A lth o u gh  th e bo o ks o n ly co st R s+ 25 (ap p ro xim ately $0+53) in  In d ia, th ey 
sh o u ld  easily fetch  at least tw o  d o llars in  th e U S, w h ich  sh o u ld  bo th  co ver sh ip p in g co sts an d  h elp  
Prath am  B o o ks d ecrease its relian ce o n  d o n atio n s+ Prath am  U SA  an d  Prath am  U K  sh o u ld  co n sid er 
startin g su ch  a bo o ks p ro gram +  

 
A ckn o w led gem en ts 
 I w o u ld  like to  th an k B h arat Patn i fo r o rgan izin g th is visit an d  th an k Sh ailen d ra fo r su ggestin g th e id ea o f 
d o in g case stu d ies o f Prath am  ch ild ren + R ekh a w as abso lu tely essen tial in  sh o w in g u s aro u n d  So u th  Sh ah d ara an d  
exp lain in g Prath am ’s stru ctu re+ T asleem  B an o , area h ead  o f So u th  Sh ah d ara, m ad e su re th at w e w ere co m fo rtable 



an d  o rgan ized  all so rts o f oth erw ise im p o ssible m eetin gs an d  jo u rn eys fo r u s+ Z akh ira’s area h ead , R ach n a, m ad e 
su re th at w e saw  everyth in g im p o rtan t an d  m et everyo n e in flu en tial in  th e area an d  h elp ed  elu cid ate so m e o f th e 
area’s u n iqu e p ro blem s+ A n jali, o n e o f o u r gu id es in  Z akh ira, alw ays exp lain ed  w h at I d id  n o t u n d erstan d  an d  
h elp ed  m e greatly w h en  I in terview ed  ch ild ren + Sam p u rn a M u rti an d  M an ish a C h au d h ry o f Prath am  B oo ks h elp ed 
su ggest w ays in  w h ich  Prath am ’s in tern atio n al bran ch es can  in crease th eir in vo lvem en t+ A n d  fin ally, th anks to C h i-
tra R agh avan  o f Prath am  N ew  Y o rk fo r co o rd in atin g m y visit fro m  th e U n ited  States+ T h is jo u rn ey p ro ved  an  en -
tirely n ew  an d  co m p letely d ifferen t exp erien ce fro m  w h at I u su ally see in  In d ia+ T h an ks to  all o f Prath am  fo r m ak-
in g it p o ssible+ 
 
E m ail co n tact: ch etan +n arain @ gm ail+co m  
 
 


