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Introduction

Background
The state of Uttar Pradesh is in North India and is the most populous state in the country.
According to the Census 2011, the rate of literacy in the state is 67.68% as against the
national average of 74%. Within the state, female literacy is a mere 57.18%, and male
literacy ay 77.28 %. The state is also one with the highest dropout rate of 11.15% at the 15th and 3.87% at the 6-8th level1. The widespread poverty in the state is a major reason for
the high dropout rates followed by the declining interest of the students after
secondary/senior secondary school due to failure to understand many subjects.
In today’s world education is considered to be a basic need in equivalence to food, clothing,
and shelter. While India has significant progress to show for many of the Sustainable
Development Goals, education is one where there is still much to do. A large number of
children in remote and rural India continue to drop out of school or perform poorly in reading,
arithmetic, and sciences.
The current education environment in India is lagging due to the lack of appropriate
infrastructure, quality educators, and the motivation of policymakers and administrators to
improve the quality and delivery of education. Additionally, an overall paucity of stimuli to
encourage and cultivate thoughts among children has made learning a monotonous and

1

Uttar Pradesh state Elementary Education Report Card, Unified District Information System for Education
2016-17 (http://udise.in/Downloads/Elementary-STRC-2016-17/09.pdf)
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wearisome chore. This shortfall of the traditional system holds for the rural education system
far more than the urban scenario.
The learning process plays an influential role in the formative years of a child and shapes
their personality and the way they deal with circumstances in their lives. The system needs
to warm up to the significance of education being vital to holistic development instead of just
a means to acquire degrees and a means for earning. Education must, in addition to book
knowledge, also provide life skills, cultivate a healthy thought process and cognitive abilities
which will contribute to the development of young minds as they step into adulthood. To
achieve this the education system must encourage experiential learning, one that helps
develop the child’s talent.

About the Organization
Swatantra Talim is a non-profit established in 2013 to build a culture of creativity and critical
thinking among children aged 6 to 16 years to help nurture their potential and provide them
with an explorative learning atmosphere. The organization currently operates two afterschool learning centers catering to 200 children in rural parts of Lucknow and Sitapur
districts of Uttar Pradesh and works with 1,000+ children in 5 primary government schools
of Sarojini Nagar Block of Lucknow district.
The organization was co-founded by Ridhi Aggarwal in Ramdwari village of Sitapur district,
Uttar Pradesh, who started her journey of social change from the same place. Ridhi was part
of an NGO that worked for rural development in the same village until 2012. After their exit
a lot was still to be done for which continued support was needed. Lack of education amongst
the population, poor infrastructure facilities culturally-rooted orthodoxies among the
community were some of the challenges that are a challenge to the development of the
village people especially children. With no other aid in sight, Ridhi herself decided to step up
and founded Swatantra Talim to fill the gap left in the education system of the village and
work towards the goal of community development through education. She desired to move
beyond the school syllabus and help children identify their strengths, interests, and aptitude
to bring out the best in them and inculcate the concept of an engaged citizenry in their lives
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early on. The after school was conceived as a place where children could take an active part
in learning through doing with simple aids and objects they find around them.

Vision and Mission
Swatantra Talim works on the belief that children are born curious and that they should be
given the freedom and encouragement to explore and enhance their potential rather than
confine it to strict structures. The aim is to co-create spaces, both mental and physical, where
children can learn through their own experiences and make their own decisions.
VISION

MISSION

Every village as a center of innovation and
every child as an innovator facilitating
social change

Enhance scientific temper among rural
children through contextual, hands-on
curriculum and pedagogy

OBJECTIVE
To co-create a conducive environment for children towards appropriate knowledge,
exposure, and life skills in various domains so that children can identify their true potential
and work towards the same.
5 KEY PILLARS DEFINING THE ORGANIZATIONAL VALUES

Democratic
and Inclusive

Constant
Innovation
and Research

Ethics and
Integrity

Self to Society

Collaboration
and
Teamwork

Project Area
The three programs run by Swatantra Talim are operational in Lucknow and Sitapur districts
of Uttar Pradesh state. The Swa-Aangan program’s first rural learning center was established
in Ramdwari Village, of Lucknow district. A Co-ed Swa-Aangan learning center is also
operational in Qila Passi village.
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The project areas are of majority Muslim
households of which 80% belong to an upper
caste while the rest belong to a lower Muslim
caste. Families are engaged in agriculture and
women are housebound, engaged in daily chores
and looking after the children. Young boys and
men also migrate to west India in search of
stitching and embroidery jobs for livelihood.
Adult literacy is almost non-existent and even the
children do not study beyond classes 4-5. The
boys often start working before their teenage
years and the girls are married off by the age of
13-14. The villages lack basic infrastructures

मैं अपने घर में अपनी शादी के बारे में खुल कर
बात नही कर सकती थी| मझ
ु े आगे पढ़ने की

इच्छा होने के बावजद
ू मेरे घरवालों ने मझ
ु े पछ
ू े
बबना अपने पसंद से मेरी शादी करवा दी|

I was unable to talk to my parents about
my non-desire for marriage. I wanted to
study further, however; my parents got
me married to a groom of their choice
without my consent.
~Saima ~

such as roads, sewage, and toilets in homes and
even medical facilities.

Activities
Swatantra Talim was founded to give children the power to make decisions and be an active
part of the learning and education process. The idea is to contribute to improving the
educational methodology used in mainstream education of the country, to bring the best in
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education within the reach of everyone, and to support the effort to explore, discover, learn
Fand create.
At present Swatantra Talim has three main programs:
•

Swa-Aangan: a rural learning center

•

Swa-Khoj: learning workshops that help children to explore and gain knowledge of
different domains. Swa-Khoj has three programs:
1) Khoj-Dabba - Lab in a box
2) Khoj-Aalaya - Library in a Community
3) Khoj-Shaala - Lab in a Community

•

Swa-Ekta: a program to build confidence and communication

Organizational

Structure
RIDHI
AGGARWAL

RAHUL
AGGARWAL

Co-founders

APURVA
SHAH

ALISHA
ASIF

VINOD
KUMAR

ABHISHEK
DAS

Facilitator &
Storytelling Lead

Facilitator &
Outreach Lead

Centre & Program

Facilitator &
Curriculum lead

COMMUNITY
TEACHERS

SUNIL
SAHU

Team of 9

Facilitator
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Impact Assessment

About the Study
This study focuses on assessing the social impacts of the Swa Aangan program which was
the pioneer program of Swatantra Talim. It aims to understand the progress of the program
so far, its successes and effectiveness, and develop learnings from them which help to
improve the program implementation.
The impact assessment report would also help
in fundraising activities for the program in the
future

and

fulfillment

of

organizational

objectives. This report will also serve as a
framework to build upon an effective scale-up
strategy of similar projects by Swatantra Talim
in the future.

About Swa-Aangan
Swa Aangan was the first program started by
the organization in 2013 in Ramdwari village of Sitapur district, Uttar Pradesh. Swa Aangan
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is an after-school intervention for children across age groups aimed at bringing the full
potential of a child and building their sense of inquiry and creativity. What started as an
under-the-tree set-up has now developed into a proper learning center which children attend
post-school to explore different learning avenues as well as subjects which are absent in the
regular school curriculum. The program is operational in two centers, a co-ed center in
Ramdwari village and a center in Qila Passi village.
Swa Aangan focuses to give children, teachers, and the community the tools needed to
enhance scientific temper so that every child has the opportunity to reach his or her highest
potential.

Program Features
Community Teachers
The teacher as a partner,
nurturer, guide and researcher

Child as Protagonist
The child is a protagonist,
collaborator and communicator

Contextual, HandsOn and Emergent
Curriculum
The foundational concepts
are
engaged
through
contextual material which
children explore through
hands-on learning. The
curriculum is emergent in
nature based on the
interests of the children.

Project Based Learning
It
involves
thought,
planning, preparation and
execution that stimulates
real life. It involves
engagement in community
development programs as
well.

Accessible Knowledge

Lifelong Learning Space

The children have access to
books
beyond
textbooks,
periodicals, response persons
which aid in learning and
broaden the horizon

Access to learning spaces to
children throughout life and
networking them with other
people for pursuing their
interests

Community Participation
Co-operation of the Community
is the foundation of Swa-Aangan
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The program is divided into 5 levels - Beej, Neev, Arth, Seekh, and Srijan. Each learning
levels have a fluid entry and exit point.

Beej

Neev

Arth

Seekh

Srijan

Play
Based

Contextual
and
Hands-on
Learning

Critical,
Contextual
and
Hands-on
Learning

Critical,
Project
Based
Learning

Critical,
Project
Based
Learning

Programs
cater to

Motor Skill

Indoor
and
Outdoor
games

Library

ICT/
Resource
Person

Grassroots
Innovation

Tentative
Age
Group

6-7 years

7-9 years

9-11 years

11-13
years

13-16
years

Pedagogy

Note: The children are divided in the various groups based on learning levels and not as per age
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Stakeholder Map

STUDENTS

TEACHERS

SWATANTRA
TALIM

RESOURCE
PERSONS

COMMUNITY
Parents, Relatives, Maulana,
Village Sarpanch
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Impact Map

IMPACT MAP

VISION

Every village as a center of innovation and
every child as an innovator facilitating
social change

OBJECTIVE

To co-create conducive environment for
children towards appropriate knowledge,
exposure, and life skills in various
domains so that children can identify their
true potential and work towards the
same.

GOAL 1: To provide knowledge, exposure and life skills to
children in various domains so that children can identify
their true potential and work towards the same
GOAL 2: Create confident self-directed leaders with a
passion and curiosity to seek knowledge who are engaged
in life-long learning and are equipped to tinker with ideas
that lead to social change
GOAL 3: Make a conscious effort in building a learning
environment so children can create a wider awareness of
the world, while also giving space for self-awareness and
emotional resilience

WHAT WE DO

Provide an after school learning program for children – Swa Aangan

Child as the
protagonist,
collaborator &
communicator.
Teacher as
partner, nurturer,
guide &
researcher

OUTPUTS

•
•
•
•
•
•

Foundational
concepts taught
through
contextual
material explored
through hands-on
learning

Project based
learning involving
thought,
planning,
preparation and
execution
stimulating life

•
•
•
•
•
•

Enrollments
Gender ratios
Attendance
No. of excursions
No. of exhibitions
Topics covered by
external resources

•

Provide access to
books beyond
textbooks,
periodicals,
response persons
to aid learning &
exposure

Access to
learning spaces
to children
throughout life
and networking
for pursuing their
interests

Confidence building
Improved communication skills
OUTCOMES
Collaboration and team work
Emotional resilience
Solution mindset
Raised aspirations for education and career
development
Applying scientific knowledge to solve
community problems

LONG-TERM IMPACTS
•
•
•
•
•

Widened perspective of the children
Gender equality and level the playing field
Create a supportive network for children
to nurture positivity, hope and sense of
purpose
Self-reliant, higher educated, career
oriented confident youth especially girls
Break the cycle of poverty and illiteracy

•
•
•
•

Children becoming a part of sustained
community development practices
Developing scientific attitude resulting in
overcoming orthodox beliefs and
superstitions
Marriageable age moved up for girls
Create role models within the community
to look up to
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Outcome Indicators
Survey Indicator

Other Measures

Goal 1
To provide
knowledge, exposure
and life skills to
children in various
domains so that
children can identify
their true potential
and work towards the
same

Q. 6, 8, 9, 11, 12
• Children’s
understanding of
their strengths
and desire to
achieve
• Ability to handle
failure
• Educational
aspirations

• # of students who
have joined Swa
Aangan YOY, by
sex
• Attendance records
• # of students who
have been
motivated to
complete
schooling, by sex

Goal 2
Create confident selfdirected leaders with
a passion & curiosity
to seek knowledge,
engaged in life-long
learning and
equipped to tinker
with ideas leading to
social change

Q. 1, 2 , 4
• Developing
solution mindset
and approach
• Innovation
• Ability to effect
social change for
betterment of the
community

• # of excursion trips
• # of students
participating in
science fairs
• # of classes
conducted by
external experts
and topics covered

Goal 3
Make a conscious
effort to build a
learning environment
providing children
wider awareness of
the larger world while
also allowing
emotional resilience &
self-awareness

Q. 3a,b,7, 9,10
• Communication
skills and public
speaking
• Ability to ask
clarifying
questions
• Self-confidence

• # of students able
to make
autonomous life
choices
• # children
participating in
gram panchayat or
other public forums
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SDG Alignment
ALIGNMENT
SDG

Goal 1. End
poverty in all
its forms
everywhere

Goal 4.
Ensure
inclusive and
equitable
quality
education
and promote
lifelong
learning
opportunities
for all

MEASUREMENT INDICATORS
SDG Target

Indicators

Data
Source

1.1 Eradicate
extreme poverty for
all people
everywhere,
currently measured
as people living on
less than $1.25 a
day

1.1.1 Proportion of
population below the
international poverty
line, by sex, age,
employment status,
and geographical
location (urban/rural)

Survey •
Data
tracking

4.3 Ensure equal
access for all women
and men to
affordable and
quality technical,
vocational and
tertiary education,
including university

4.3.1 Participation
rate of youth and
adults in formal and
non-formal education
and training in the
previous 12 months,
by sex

Data
tracking

Metrics

3 students of Swa
Aangan alumni
pursuing professional
courses

•

3 students have
joined professional
courses

•

30 of students have
joined Swa Aangan
YOY

•

80% student
attendance (average
of last 2 years)

•

10 students have
been motivated to
complete schooling
(till grade 12)

•

12 excursion trips (in
last 5 years )

•

70 students
participated in
science fairs (20182020)

•

# of classes conducted
by external experts Not available

•

20 resource persons
engaged by the
organization (201819)
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4.7 Ensure that all
learners acquire the
knowledge and skills
needed to promote
sustainable
development,
including, among
others, through
education for
sustainable
development and
sustainable
lifestyles, human
rights, gender
equality, promotion
of a culture of peace
and non-violence,
global citizenship,
and appreciation of
cultural diversity and
culture’s contribution
to sustainable
development

Goal 5.
Achieve
gender
equality and
empower all
women and
girls

5.4 Recognize and
value unpaid care
and domestic work
through the
provision of public
services,
infrastructure, and
social protection
policies, and the
promotion of shared
responsibility within
the household and
the family as
nationally
appropriate

4.7.1 Extent to which
(i) global citizenship
education and (ii)
education for
sustainable
development,
including gender
equality and human
rights, are
mainstreamed at all
levels in (a) national
education policies;
(b) curricula; (c)
teacher education;
and (d) student
assessment

5.4.1 Proportion of
time spent on unpaid
domestic and care
work, by sex, age,
and location

•

71% of students who
are confident
communicators

•

97% of children who
have developed a
solution mindset

•

97% of students who
have clarity on
pursuing an ambition

•

70% of students who
were able to create
innovative products
for the community

•

25% students were
able to make
autonomous life
choices (5 out of 20)

•

4 girl students who
pursue college/
professional course

•

15 girl students have
joined Swa Aangan
YOY

•

10 girl students have
complete schooling

Survey

Survey
Data
tracking
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Methodology
Objectives
In the seven years of their operation, Swatantra Talim has not conducted a formal study to
understand the perception of the students, parents, and the community they work with and
document their feedback on the work they do. The feedback received from students,
teachers, and parents informally and their credible standing in the community and with
stakeholders is proof of the positive impact their work has had. This is the first documented
study that has been undertaken to evaluate the impact of their work and verify the same
through a survey of their beneficiaries and stakeholders. The idea is to improve their work
and focus on those factors that helped achieve objectives, and to learn from what did not
work, and reconfigure their plan for future activities and projects accordingly.
The main objectives of this Impact Study are to:
1. Evaluate the key impact areas of the project
2. Assess the effectiveness of the strategies employed
3. Explore the potential for improvement

Data Collection & Tools
•

The impact assessment study has been undertaken by an external consultant.

•

A preliminary meeting with the co-founders Ridhi Aggarwal and Rahul Aggarwal and the
external consultant was held to understand the evolutionary journey of the NGO
Swatantra Talim, their philosophy, and objectives.

•

Two workshops were organized with the co-founders to fine-tune the scope, create an
impact map and identify key stakeholders for the program and gather insights on the
program activities.

•

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic and related restrictions, a visit to the project site personally
for survey and assessment was not carried out.

•

Online interviews with a past student from the Swa Aangan learning center who is now
pursuing design cum entrepreneurial course in Chikan embroidery and with the center in-
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charge were conducted to gather insights on the program activities. Based on the same,
2 survey forms were created to be administered to the students and the other to gather
feedback from parents through an interview mechanism.
•

A schedule for the data collection was drawn up to include the following tools:
o Surveys
o Key Beneficiaries Interviews
o Progress metrics provided by Swatantratalim

•

The survey was administered to the students online.

•

A brief training was provided to the facilitators of Swatantra Talim to conduct in-person
interviews with the parents and the external consultant was provided with audio
recordings of the interview.

•

Personal interviews with four past students of Swa Aangan were also conducted to
document their stories.

Data Sources
•

Feedback surveys administered online to the students

•

Audio recordings of the interviews with the parents

•

Additional information has also been researched online and from secondary data available
in the public domain.

Sample Selection and Size
For this assessment, the sample was selected by the co-founders of Swatantra Talim. Online
feedback was taken from 34 children who are currently studying or have passed out of the
Swa Aangan program. The average age of the children surveyed was 16 years.
Also, 9 parents were interviewed by the facilitators from Swatantra Talim under the guidance
of the external consultant to understand the impact of this after-school program on their
thought process.
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Timeline
The timeline for the study was drawn up considering the short time frame for the study and
the limited resources available at hand.
•

The preliminary work for the study was done from Nov-Dec 2020

•

The surveys were administered and interviews were conducted in February 2020.

•

The data assessment and reporting were done in March -April 2021.

Area of study
The assessment has been undertaken of beneficiaries in Ramdwari village where the Swa
Aangan program was started in 2013. The village is situated in Mahmudabad tehsil, Sitapur
district in the state of Uttar Pradesh, India. The village comprises about 4,000 people and
95% belong to the Muslim religion. Of these, about 80% belong to the ‘Pathan’ caste which
is a general category or an upper-caste Muslim while there are 20 families which belong to
the lower caste ‘tailor’ category. Agriculture is the mainstay of the people and families have
small landholdings where they cultivate seasonally. Women are engaged in household chores.
The average sex ratio of Ramdwari village is 876 which is lower than the Uttar Pradesh state
average of 912. Ramdwari village has a lower literacy rate compared to Uttar Pradesh. In
2011, the literacy rate of Ramdwari village was 53.98% compared to 67.68% of Uttar
Pradesh. In Ramdwari, male literacy stands at 59.19% while the female literacy rate was
47.92% (Census 2011). Among the parents who were interviewed during the survey, none
had completed schooling and most were illiterates. The average family here has 5 children
and some going up to 10.
The village is located about 90 km from the state capital Lucknow, yet a glaring and abject
reality can be seen in the absence of basic infrastructure, economic divide, and culturally rich
yet deep-rooted orthodoxies and beliefs among the community. Even today the village lacks
proper roads, sewage, and hygiene system as well as environmental awareness. The village
does not have a Primary Health Care Center which is a cause of concern for many as they
have to visit Mahmudabad village 10 km away on account of even small illnesses.
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SWOT analysis
A SWOT – Strength, Weakness, Opportunity, and Threat analysis helps build on what the
organization does well, where it is lacking, identify and minimize risks, and take the greatest
possible advantage of chances for success.
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Results

Survey findings
Creative thinking & solution mindset
A primary objective of Swa Aangan was to lay stress on giving children a platform to think
freely and creatively and to engage them to find innovative solutions to existing challenges
within their village.

Q.1 I take ownership to address family or
social challenges rather than just pointing it
out
मैं पाररवाररक और सामाजजक चुनौततयों की तनंदा करने के
बजाय उनका उपाय/हल ढूंढ़ने का प्रयास करता/ती हूूँ
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Of the children surveyed, 97% believed that
they have developed a solution mindset and
approach. They can think on their feet, can
look at a challenge, and think critically to find
local solutions rather than ceding to it. This
has also been validated by the parents as 90%
of parents interviewed believed that the
children have been able to think about the
betterment of the community and are capable
of taking small steps towards resolving the
problems faced in the community.

Q.2 I take decisions only after thinking
about all aspects
में सभी पहलू के बारे में सोच कर ही तनर्णय लेता/ती हूूँ

Owing to the remote location and guarded nature of the
community, Swatantra Talim recognized that an effort
needs to be made for children to gain exposure to the
outside world. Excursion trips to Delhi, Lucknow, and
Mahmoodabad were organized to give children a peep into
the social, cultural, and economic development in bigger
towns and cities in India which can stir their thinking. These
interventions have certainly been successful as 97% of
children believe they are now competent at thinking
holistically and the exposure has broadened their horizons

Swatantra

Talim

has

engaged various resource
persons

who

conduct

science classes, theatre and
language
classes,

development
creative

writing

with children and many
more to bring a wider
perspective among children.

and aspiration.
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Self-awareness and communication
Considering the small size of the village, it is safe to say that the children of Ramdwari have
little or no exposure to life and living in larger towns and cities. Added to that, the
homogeneity of the community and the religion does not allow children to think and speak
confidently on divergent topics. Swa Aangan has been instrumental in helping to develop
their perspectives, holistic thinking and confidence, and communication ability of children
through the excursion visits and the learning activities.
Q.3a I can clearly present my ideas
and thoughts to others
मैं अपने ववचारों और ख़यालों को दस
ू रों के सामने
स्पष्ट रूप से प्रस्तुत कर सकता/सकती हूं

Q.3b I ask clarifying questions when
I do not understand what someone
says
जब मुझे कुछ समझने में कठिनाई होती है तो मैं
स्पष्टीकरर् के ललए सवाल उिाता/उिाती हूं

Q.7 I am able to stand up for myself and others in the community
मैं अपने और अपने समुदाय के लोगों के ललए आवाज उिाने में सक्षम/समथण/काबबल हूं
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As a result of the exposure to various learning
activities by the resource persons and the
opportunities to collaborate, 71% of children are
confident that they can get their message across
clearly while in conversation with others, 11%
feel they can do it sometimes and 18% said they
are unable to. The exposure has also resulted in
76% of the children being confident in asking
clarifying questions and the rest seldom do it or not at all. It is also encouraging that at least
47% of these children said they show the courage of speaking in public or on behalf of their
community.

Back benches to the front row
Fareed’s exuberant disposition belies his strength of character. His story
was that of any other youngster of Ramdwari. Not too enthused with his
days at the Madrasa, Fareed dropped out after Class 5. However, after a
year of staying at home and idling, his mother convinced him to join the
government elementary school in the village where he was introduced to
Swatantra Talim. Today, Fareed is a bright student of class 11, studying
in a private school.
The credit for his newfound interest in academics goes to the after-school class at Swa
Aangan and the innovative learning methodologies adopted there. Thanks to the varied
learning in the center, he often explains difficult science concepts in his day-school through
simple experiments. His explanation of the theory of refraction through a prism and the tricks
by building pressure in a bottle made him popular among the students as well as the teachers.
He is regarded as the most diligent student of his class and even sits in the front row and
asks questions when in doubt - a far cry from his earlier days when he was a shy and hesitant
boy in the Madrasa.
Jibes from friends about taking life too seriously are not a deterrent for him. Fareed is
determined that his life will be different than his peers who typically leave the village to work
as unskilled laborers in the cities. He dreams of joining the Indian Army. He looks up to his
peers such as Aasma, Shakila, and Zeenat who have moved to the city and pursuing a career
one could only dream of. Like them, he too wants to study further and become a role model
to influence more children from his village to understand the importance of education.
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Learning and aspirations
Swatantra Talim’s core philosophy was to engage children in a way that they enjoy the
learning process, become open-minded and creative. The aim is to create lifelong learners,
who continue to seek knowledge and remain aspirational towards higher pursuits in life and
eventually break the cycle of poverty and illiteracy. This is done by introducing knowledge
through play-way methods to build curiosity, find answers and apply learnings for practical
outcomes. There are also activities such as ‘Baal-sangha wherein means like stories, theatre,
sports, music, and others are utilized to give an all-round experience. Activities children
engage in and their frequency is tracked over time to help them make career decisions.
Q.6 I am comfortable with my
individuality and aware of what I
want to achieve
मैं अपने व्यजततत्व से पररचचत हूं और अपने लक्ष्यों के
प्रतत जानकार हूं

Q.8 I do not give up easily when
things get difficult
मैं मुजककल/कठिन समय में आसानी से हार नहीं
मानता/मानती हूं

Q.9 I want to now pursue further education
मैं अब आगे की पढाई/अभ्यास जारी रखना चाहता/चाहती हूं
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Among the 400 children who have studied in
Swa Aangan till now, 10 have completed school
education (grade 12) and 5 are pursuing
undergrad

courses.

From

among

those

surveyed, 82% of the children have a clear
understanding

of

their

strengths

and

पेशेवर पाठ्यक्रमों को आगे बढ़ाने के ललए गाूँव से
बाहर तनकलने के मेरे कदम ने गाूँव के ललए कई
रूठढ़यों को तोडा है। सभी कठिनाइयों और बाधाओं

aspirations.

का सामना करने के ललए मेरी ताकत कक मैं कई

In terms of self-awareness, 88% of children feel

लडककयों के ललए एक रोल मॉडल हूं और इसललए
असफलता के बारे में सोच भी नहीं सकती।

they take failure in their stride, they are
resilient, and will not buckle down on the first
failure. Education-wise, 97% of children want
to continue further studies. The younger
children see those who have progressed from
Swa Aangan and now pursuing their aspirations
as role models. The village is now buzzing with
first-generation school goers.

By stepping out of the village to pursue
professional courses, I have broken many
stereotypes for the village. My strength to face
all the difficulties and barriers is the
consciousness that I am a role model for many
girls to come and so failure is not a choice.
~Zeenat~
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Village girls defy social barriers to pursue education
Aasma and Shakila, two girls belonging to a
nondescript village in India’s Hindi heartland,
defied social prejudices and gender biases to
assert themselves and avail themselves some
form of education. Aasma and Shakila’s journey
of self-emancipation began in 2013 with
Swatantra Talim. The uninspiring teaching
methodology of the Madrasa was shadowed
under the ‘play-way’ method that was followed
at the after-school program Swa Aangan.
Despite all odds including familial pressures, orthodoxies regarding girls’ education, these
two continued their studies and managed to secure excellent grades in their high school final
exams. This was a milestone in their lives and with the constant support of Swatantra Talim,
they were determined to continue their journey towards self-dependence. Aasma and Shakila
have broken stereotypes and are now enrolled in a nursing program in Lucknow. Moving to
the city and living with a family that is not their own, is another ‘first’ in the annals of their
village. These two village girls are evolving into self-confident and optimistic individuals,
ready to take on the world.
It’s not just their aspiration for higher studies, but Aasma and Shakila’s attitudes and thought
processes have also changed greatly through education and the learnings from the Swa
Aangan learning center. They have a higher presence of mind and can think on their feet all
because of the exposure they received. One time, they encountered a girl fainting on the
road, but with their quick thinking the duo was able to act instantly which helped lessen the
impact and the girl was saved from getting gravely injured.
Both girls have a deep desire to be role models for the youngsters of their village and they
are conscious of the enormous responsibility it means. Aasma and Shakila must prove
themselves at every step – not just to their families, but also to the village elders, to shatter
the glass ceiling for other girls in their community who are also aspiring to make a life beyond
the ordinary – just like them. Their positive attitude and the maturity to understand the part
that they want to play as change-makers in their village has helped mold them into wellrounded individuals.
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Innovation and social change
Swatantra Talim has focused on grassroots
innovation and the Swa Khoj Dabba
innovation kits have been developed as a
result of the efforts. The kits are a Lab-ina-Box that equips a school with lesson
plans, activities, and materials to cover
Science, Math, Language, and Social
science standards for grades 1-8. Easy-tofollow guides reduce preparation time for
teachers, and the materials give rural
school students parallel experiences to
private school laboratories. As per the
survey, 79% of children have worked in
teams and collaborated at different levels and 70% have contributed to making at least one
thing that has benefitted the community.

Q.4 I have made at least 1 thing
that has benefited the community
मैंने कम से कम 1 चीज बनाई है जजससे समुदाय को
फायदा हुआ है

Q.5 I am able to work along with
others to resolve issues
मैं दस
ू रों के साथ लमलकर मामला सुलझाने में सक्षम हूं

A fodder cutting machine run by a bicycle and a village hygiene program undertaken by the
students are some examples of a collaborative team effort. In addition to teamwork, these
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initiatives also required co-opting with elders of the community and the village administration
for their successful implementation.

A bicycle operated fodder cutting machine

Toilets constructed under the Swachh
Bharat Mission

Confidence and daily activities
It is also an objective of Swa-Aangan to make the children independent, boost their
confidence and competently handle various life situations. Of those surveyed, 60% of children
understand home finances and felt they were competent to create a monthly household
budget. They can also independently buy rations for the house. However, over 90% do not
display adequate confidence to use the internet effectively for tasks such as opening an email
account, bank account, or booking railway tickets. With all major services moving online, this
is a critical gap. Children must get comfortable with technology at an early age, it will not
just give them access to the wealth of information and knowledge but will also reduce
dependency on middlemen and touts for tasks such as booking rail/air tickets, applying for
jobs both government and private.
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Q.10 I am able to do following daily activities by myself
मैं स्वयं दै तनक गततववचधयों को करने में सक्षम हूं

Girls’ education and Marriage
In India, marriages are considered a union between families and not individuals, and as such
women have little say on their choice. The practice of child marriage (earlier than 18 years)
and dowry continue to persist in society. Women in orthodox communities still do not have
the autonomy to choose a partner and time for their marriage. This also reflects in the survey
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conducted among students of Ramdwari
village. Almost all the girls responded
negatively to a question if they felt
confident speaking to their family about
their choice of groom or time for marriage.
The autonomy of the girls remains severely

मेरे माता-वपता ने मेरी शादी उनकी मजी से कर
दी थी। लेककन मैंने फैसला ककया है कक मेरे
बच्चे ऐसे संघर्ण नहीं करें गे जैसे मैंने 7 भाई-

restrained on an important subject like

बहनों के घर में ककए। मेरे केवल 2 बच्चे होंगे

marriage in Ramdwari village.

और चाहे वह लडका हो या लडकी, उन्हें सबसे

Barring the subject of marriage, positive
empowering stories are emerging among
girls who want to pursue higher education.
Some have got bicycles from Swatantra
Talim and are now able to ride around the
village independently. Role models like
Aasma, Shakila, and Zeenat who are
pursuing higher education in nursing and
designing keep inspiring the girls and boys
in the village.

अच्छी लशक्षा, कपडे और जीवन प्रदान ककया
जाएगा|

My parents had me married earlier than I
wanted to. But I have decided that my children
will not struggle as I did in a household of 7
siblings. I will only have 2 children and whether
they are boys or girls, they will be provided the
best education, clothing, and life.
~Sobi Bano~
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Parents’ feedback
Interview with parents indicated that most of the parents have not had any formal education
at all. Of those who have pursued schooling, had dropped out of school in their primary
years. Only one parent surveyed out of the 9, had completed grade 8, which was the highest
level of education among the group.
Despite their lack of education, the assessment has shown that the parents’ aspirations are
starting to align with that of the children. Parents are now more supportive of their sons and
daughters who want to continue studying as against having them take up jobs or get married,
respectively. Their aspirations for their sons and daughters are alike, and they want them to
become independent individuals, who can contribute to the well-being of the community.
Parents have, to some extent, also shown awareness about the desires of their daughters
concerning education and career choices. In the survey, the parents alluded to the fact that
they would want their daughters to be independent, and want to support them to pursue
higher education until they desire.
Parents have also denoted that they were also making independent decisions for the children
and not falling under the societal pressure to discontinue their studies, especially of the girls.
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A girl's dreams don’t end with marriage
When Ridhi Aggarwal started Swatantra Talim in Ramdwari
village, many girls got a new lease to continue their education.
Sobi Bano is one of them. Until grade 5 she was being supported
by Nalanda the NGO that worked in Ramdwari until 2013 and then
completed class 8 in the local Govt. school. Swa Aangan identified
her acumen and provide her sponsorship to attend a private
school. Sobi was excited to attend a new and better school
however the school was 6 km away from their village and her
parents were unwilling to send her that far. After much coaxing
and cajoling by Ridhi and Rahul assuring that everything including her fees, uniforms, and
books was taken care of, they finally agreed. Sobi completed her class 12 in the school and
came out a different person.
However, that was all her parents could support her to do.
They got her married as soon as she finished school. But
Sobi was not ready to see the end of her aspirations yet.
She convinced her husband to allow her to study and
despite

being

poorly

educated

himself,

he

has

wholeheartedly supported Sobi in her dream to study
further and admitted her to a BA course. All of 20 years,
Sobi gave birth to a daughter last year and is also pursuing
college. Swatantra Talim has also engaged her in tutoring
children in the community and she sees this as an
opportunity to give back to the place where she found her identity.
Sobi wants to be a teacher and become financially independent so she can provide for her
children by herself and not depend on others. Her parents were always reluctant to come to
school or the Swa Aangan center to speak with the teachers, but she wants to be personally
engaged in her children’s education as she understands the importance of education and
parents' involvement. She has become a role model for the community and many of those
who frowned upon her educational pursuits have started sending their own children to the
center which make brings a big smile to her face.
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Conclusion

Impact Summary
Swatantra Talim’s work in Ramdwari – some may argue that the needle movement in
Ramdwari has been slow, however, it is also a classic case of how deep-rooted changes
require time and patience. The socio-cultural environment of Ramdwari is a complex web of
deeply religious orthodox practices and the absence of basic government facilities, abject
poverty, little to no means of livelihoods other than agriculture have hindered the progress
towards development. The indifference towards education has further deprived the residents
of a more balanced and risk-free life.
Swatantra Talim’s work of eight years is an example of great resilience shown evident through
the community's trust in them. It’s been a balancing act, the challenge and conversely, the
strength has been in preserving, while reinventing the thought process. The assessment
results are an indication that the work done by Swatantra Talim under the Swa Aangan
program has been impactful and has led to a change in the mindset of the parents as well
as the students concerning education and other deep-rooted beliefs.
The Swa Aangan program has inculcated a solution mindset amongst the children and has
enabled them to think critically to find answers for problems faced in daily life. Encouraging
them to learn about scientific principles in a fun way has also made them more curious and
they have been able to address local issues through collaboration and teamwork. Many
examples of this have been seen throughout the last few years such as working to raise
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awareness about environmental issues, awareness about menstrual hygiene, developing a
solar-powered battery, etc.
The exposure received through visits to places of interest, participating in exhibitions, and
the interactions with the resource persons have helped the children improve their
communication and become more confident. The children have participated in various
competitions and exhibitions to showcase their talents up to the state level which has not
just given them a boost in confidence but also showed them the world outside of their small
village, a world which is full of opportunities for all kinds. It made them more aware of the
work of other children and helped them showcase their projects. The exposure has given the
children the opportunity to speak freely in front of people, a trait they have also carried
home, and able to express their desires to their family especially concerning their education
and career aspirations. We see gender equity taking a firm place in the community
The program has also given higher aspirations to the children and these children who seldom
studied beyond classes 4-5 are now building career dreams. Boys, as well as girls, have
understood the importance of education and financial independence and the likeness has
also passed on to the parents. The assessment has concluded that parents are now more
than ever supportive of their children’s desire to study and pursue careers. Girls like Aasma
who is studying nursing and Zeenat who is studying embroidery are all role models for the
younger generation. Sobi who is continuing her undergrad after getting married and singlemindedly focusing on pursuing her dream of becoming a teacher; her newfound wisdom on
why she wants to have only 2 children so they can be provided the best education, clothing,
and travel experience unlike how her 7 siblings constantly struggled, shows linkages between
education and family planning. Fareed is pursuing schooling despite the jibes from his friends
and desires to join the armed forces. His role models are Zeenat, Aasma, Shakila- this shows
that sexist beliefs are naturally blurring. Part of their strength to face all odds is their
consciousness of being role models and failure is not a choice.

Suggestions to further strengthen the strategy.
While the impact on the community is greatly appreciated by all sections of the society and
the stakeholders, there are some suggestions to improve the current program to ensure long
term sustainability and continued impact.
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•

It will be important for Swatantra Talim to direct effort towards formal record keeping
and data management, this will help evaluate their progress and achievements over time.
It could also help in decision making and institutional funding in the future.

•

The co-founders have put huge amounts of energy into developing the pedagogy which
has resulted in great success. Without their personal involvement, we may not have seen
this level of change. Right from tutoring, finding sponsorships through personal
connections, or even providing accommodation to the children in their own homes while
undergoing their professional courses in Lucknow. This is a big positive but at the same
time the program runs a dependency risk. To mitigate, the organization over a period of
time should shift towards a deliberate autonomous operational model which reduces
reliance on the co-founders.

•

For continued success and sustainability of the program, the organization could look at
expanding the team and bring in people who are invested full time in running and evolving
the program. The team members could support the co-founders to track data, and tweak
programmatic requirements appropriately.

•

The children of Swa Aangan are greatly inspired to build their careers and while there are
many opportunities in their sight, it may be important to bring in professionals to help
and guide the children in selecting the right career paths. Ties ups with professional
training institutes and external coaches to guide them to opportunities will be a sound
investment at this stage of the organization.

•

Almost all opportunities in the future have digital learning, the lack of digital education in
the curriculum followed by Swatantra Talim may hamper opportunities for the children,
Thus, building comfort and giving them exposure to technology will be pertinent to make
them future-ready.
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