




Look at the sky. 
We are not alone. 

The whole universe 
is friendly to us, 

and conspires only 
to give the best to 
those, who dream 

and work.

-DR. A.P.J ABDUL KALAM

”

“



PAHAL coordinator : Megha Roy

DESIGNING TEAM:
COORDINATOR: Pranav.S.R

Bishal Ghosh
Pavitra Batra
Nishant Baruah
Ankur Panchal

EDITING TEAM:
COORDINATOR: Varsha Jaisimha

Janani Ananthanarayanan
Karthik Vasisht
Lokamruth.K.R
Rupali Sathe
Simantini Paul
Sujith.M.S



A DECADE OF
CHANGE

In 2010, a few students of IISER started an Abhyasika for the 
children of a colony near the campus. Eight years later this small 
venture grew to become DISHA - an ever expanding platform 
for an IISERite to set and work towards goals of socioeconomic 
equity. At DISHA we do not undermine the potential of a 
student volunteer’s will in shaping social reform for the nation. 
Education is the most crucial tool for empowerment and DISHA 
tries to do its bit in making this available to the marginalised.
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A Sustainable Direction

When we were handed the 
responsibility of General 

Coordinator for the year 2018-
19 by Mitali, Reema and Vaibhav, 
we knew that our primary focus 
would be to retain all the progress 
they had made last year and help 
develop each programme one 
small step at a time, in a way that 
is sustainable in the long term. We 
believed that each programme 

of Disha had a lot of potential for improvement, and we have tried 
to push for small changes in the right direction in every programme.

One of the major challenges that we faced was the Abhyasika programme. 
Abhyasika has been running in Lamanvasti for more than nine years now, but we 
have not seen as much progress as we would have liked to see. As an attempt to 
test whether a structured classroom environment would work for Abhyasika children 
and to give more focus to children who are eager to learn, we started bringing five 
to six children (from eighth standard) to IISER twice a week. Our aim was to make 
their foundations in basic English and Maths strong, and we focused on improving 
logic, arithmetic, reading and communication skills which would help them in 
not just their careers, but in many aspects of day-to-day life. This experiment has 
developed into a regular programme called Pradnya this year and the volunteers of 
Pradnya have successfully faced up to the challenge of making learning enjoyable 
for everyone involved. Through this process, we realised that sometimes we need 
to start small experiments to understand if a different approach to the programme 
can help deliver on its goals more efficiently. We plan to implement the lessons 
we have learnt from Pradnya to structure the Abhyasika programme better.

Another significant change this year was in the goals of the Mindspark programme. 
We felt that it was unrealistic to expect that volunteers of Disha can help 8th standard 
students from municipal schools crack the high school scholarship exam. These students 
had many gaps in their foundational knowledge and ignoring these gaps to teach them 
a vast syllabus in the short span of 6-7 months had become an unattainable goal. This 
year we have tried to push the programme to not focus too much on the scholarship 
exam but to ensure that even if fewer topics are covered, the students enjoy learning 
them and their basic concepts become crystal clear to them. The change has gradually 
started with more emphasis on communication skills and mathematics relevant to 
daily life, but there is a long way to go. Revising the goals of Mindspark required 
everyone to think of what we actually aim to achieve through this programme 
and what is the best way to go about it. These difficult questions have no single 
answer, and we hope that future volunteers will continue to think deeply about these 
questions to gradually arrive at a sustainable vision for Mindspark and an efficient 
way to implement this vision. This really applies not only to Mindspark but to every 

“The journey of  a 
thousand miles begins 
with one step”

 - Lao Tzu.



programme; it is important to continually re-evaluate goals, and even if the revised 
goals are more difficult, it is important to do what is right rather than what is easy.

Science Nurture Programme (SNP) mainly aims to popularise science and make 
it fun for students of ninth grade, and at the end of last year, we felt that more 
activities and hands-on demonstrations and fewer presentations and lectures will 
achieve this goal better. This year, the volunteers of SNP have managed to incorporate 
fun activities involving students in almost every session and have conducted many 
open-ended sessions such as hypothesis building. This time, SNP will also conduct a 
model making session in which groups of students are going to make and demonstrate 
models to illustrate some of their favourite scientific principles. These small initiatives 
can go a long way in developing creativity and critical thinking skills in students.

Spread the Smile (STS) has successfully expanded its goals this year to encompass 
career guidance, awareness about social issues, managing finances and general exposure 
to the world along with encouraging scientific temper and demonstration of science 
experiments. Prerana volunteers have continued to put in great effort to make sure 
that the students in 11th and 12th standard score well in competitive exams so that they 
have equal access to the opportunities that come with admission to a good institute.

In many programmes such as STS, there is a conflict between growth in the 
scale and reach of the programme versus the growth in its quality and long term 
impact. At Disha, we have always maintained that even if our target audience is 
small, if the quality of the programme is such that it manages to significantly impact 
the lives of children, then that is always a better scenario than one in which we 
reach out to a large number of children with a low impact on their lives. This 
philosophy has guided all our programmes this year and we hope that it will guide 
future coordinators and volunteers in the difficult decisions they have to make.

Apart from just improving the quality of individual programmes, we 
have also encouraged our volunteers to be more empathetic towards fellow 
volunteers and students. We believe that learning happens best when everyone’s 
ideas are heard and respected. We have pushed people to think and come up 
with novel ideas rather than being machines of the existing system. We have 
also tried incorporating general ethics sessions in our programmes for students 
so that they grow up to be good human beings with a solid moral compass.

We have observed over the years that at the beginning of the semester, many 
volunteers set out ambitiously to revolutionize the programme and then over time 
they get frustrated at the lack of results and give up easily. Significant and sustainable 
change happens over a larger time scale than one semester or one year, and this 
realisation is important so that volunteers are able to use their skills productively 
to improving the programme one step at a time and they don’t get disheartened. 
We are able to say this with so much confidence because we have seen Disha 
grow leaps and bounds in the past four years. Perseverance is very important in 
the kind of work we do. Even if small steps are taken in the right direction with 
care, love and passion, they can build up to create a huge change, and these small 
steps have the potential to bring satisfaction to volunteers when executed well.

This year, we have had the privilege of being able to guide hardworking and 
passionate volunteers to create the change they want to see. We believe that if we 
continue to build Disha up brick by brick, with the right philosophy driving all our work, 
Disha has the potential to grow significantly over the next decade and become a major 
force for change in society. We are grateful to have been a part of this change. Disha has 
really helped us grow as individuals and being the General Coordinators has taught us 
many important life lessons and has improved our management and communication 
skills significantly. We are very happy to have experienced this beautiful journey. 
We wish all future coordinators and volunteers the very best in all their endeavours.

- Aarti & Sriram



EDITORIAL
MEGHA ROY
Chief editor of Pahal’19

It has been 10 years since the idea of DISHA started, and since then we have 
tried to expand our limits as much as possible. We are glad to present a glimpse 
of what Disha does throughout the year through the 2019 edition of PAHAL.

With this edition of PAHAL, we have tried to cover the essence of what every 
programme is and how does it strive to make a change in the lives of children as 
well as volunteers. We also have articles from eminent organisations like BAIF, 
who work for the upliftment of the underprivileged. This years PAHAL features 
a section on Children’s Gallery, where we have compiled some creative works in 
the form of paintings and poems, from Children who are a part of Disha. We have 
also put up small sections on some extra-activities like the Chikhalgaon Project, 
Disha Day celebration, that we do but does not come under the umbrella of any 
specific programme.



I came to IISER, three years ago, after escaping the bubble of the 
urban school life and its set goal: getting into a good college and 
a surrounding extremely conducive towards that goal. I had the 
privilege to be apolitical, apathetic, and removed from society 
so that I could focus on my goal. And then, I achieved 
it. I came out of that bubble and into IISER Pune. I 
was introduced to the concept of Disha, of going to 
Abhyasika (among other programmes) and giving 
back to society. I started gaining exposure to a 
world I had hitherto scarcely paid attention.

MY STORY OF BEING A PART OF DISHA, TILL NOW
Jitesh seth

Spread the Smile 
was a fun trip back then. 

We wanted to show the kids in 
the village the power of science, 

through fun experiments.
As I entered my second year, I had a 

choice: to continue wearing blinders and 
focus on the next goal or to get involved 

in a higher capacity, to take the reins and 
become a coordinator. It felt like a paradigm shift, 

like moving from school to college. I began to see 
the influence of the complex factors at play. Every kid 

was a product of their environment, an individual with a 
story of their own. Their context became more 

evident, and I realised that the problems 
they faced were not so easy to 

tackle.

Despair 
set in. Is 
it even possible to 
make an impact?  After a lot 
of thought, the questions in my head got 
rephrased, and I saw that choosing among the options 
ahead of me was not a matter of pros and cons, but my values. 
I have to choose between continuously struggling to make things 
better with no guarantee of any success, or accepting the 
situations as they are and give up. The latter is the easier path, 
and liberating in some sense, in that you can choose to focus 
on yourself, on the things that make you happy. The former 
is stressful, dismaying and often fruitless. However, it gives me 
a chance to be a part of something much bigger than myself. 
It gives me a purpose and a meaning, which is to aid in 
the growth of my fellow people, along with me 
learning and growing along the journey.

With these 
thoughts in mind, 

I applied for being the 
coordinator of Science Nurture 

Programme in 2017-18, and the 
coordinator of Spread the Smile 2018-19. 

Both were vastly different programmes and helped 
me widen my perspectives more than I could ever imagine.

The next challenge in front of me is to devise better methods 
of measuring the impact, if any, of our programmes. In the 
words of a dear friend of mine, who told me to think, 
“Kasa mojnar”, or “how would you measure” when making 
any statement about a task. I am immensely grateful to him 
for giving me such a fantastic guiding principle, and to all the 
people I have met in Disha who think along the same guidelines 
and help me grow.

ABHYASIKA

SNP 
COORDINATOR

2017-2018

Spread
thesmile (sts)

STS

COORDINATOR

2018-2019
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what DISHA PROGRAMMES

TALK FOR TWENTY

PEOPLE WHO INSPIRE US

CHILDREN’S GALLARY

Abyasika
Mindspark
Science Nurture Programme
Prerana
Resource team
Spread The Smile
Pradnya

PROJECT CHIKHALGAON

Understanding gender and pop culture
International Women’s day 
The most important problem in human history
Mental health at IISER
Subtly but surely: Embracing the values of state
Cinema as a site of hegemony

A pillar of inspiration, BAIF
Kids will be kids, Satyajit Rath

By the artistic kids of Abhyasika, Mindspark and
Science Nurture Programme

DISHA WEEKEND’19
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Abhyasika is a programme of Disha in 
which, we go to Lamanvasti - a small 

establishment of a community of migrants 
- to teach children of various ages (between 
3-14yrs). Abhyasika has led to a gradual 
but significant change in the perception of 
education in the Basti population over the 
years. Initially, the parents were reluctant 
to send their children, but now they send 
them willingly. In some houses, girls are 
now allowed to study above class 7.

We now have a steady flux of volunteers, 
and the programme has settled into the 
community with a permanent place 
having a fixed tube light which is relatively 
new (it used to be a carried tube light and phone flashlights not too long ago) to teach students. We 
also do not face as much resistance from parents as we once did and can move onto more complex 
goals that we have been trying to implement for a couple of years now, with increasing success as the 
Disha and Lamanvasti communities developed an amicable relationship.

This year, there is a focus on keeping track of students’ progress. Based on the previous years’ 
multitude of trials conducted, multiple decisions have been made. Firstly, each student shall be focussed 
on by 2-3 volunteers, who go on different days. It is quite common for bonds to form between 
particular combinations of students and volunteers. However, this year, we are trying to make this 
cherished bond more official in the sense that the said volunteers shall coordinate among themselves 
to track the student’s progress. This is to make sure that time is not wasted in understanding how 
much a student already knows. This is important because sometimes students may claim to know less 
than they do as they find learning new things hard, especially because volunteers may not always 
know how to tackle a topic, or even do so to appear smart.

Secondly, Abhyasika is a programme with a broad diversity regarding the skill level in different 
subjects. There is not much correlation between age or class and skills in a subject. Therefore, when 
volunteers sit with a random group of students, it is difficult to attend to each student’s diverse needs 

due to the different understandings of 
a subject. This task is more comfortable 
if the set of students with a volunteer 
consists of a particular level of mastery 
in the subject taught. This is where the 
database comes in handy. We have set 
up a basic guideline of levels in math 
that the volunteers are expected to 
treat as a useful structure to follow 
to understand a basic progression of 
what a student is taught and should 
be explained next. This also helps in 

COORDINATORS : Yuvraj Chaudhry, Robin KP, Prajakta Umbarkar
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dividing the students on the basis of this 
level, such that a volunteer sits only with 
students of the same level, so that some, if 
not all of them can be taught at once. We 
wish to make these levels for maths more 
detailed and structured, with teaching ideas, 
techniques and set questions that volunteers 
know a student should be able to answer to 
proceed. This saves time since a volunteer 
does not need to spend time thinking of 
good questions during the session while 
ensuring preparedness. We shall also set up 
a similar structure with levels in English.

This year we have decided to take special 
art and craft and audio-visual sessions on alternate Saturdays, for more constructive and practical 
work. This aims to build teamwork and creativity. We have decorated the Samaj Mandir with their 
creations. The AV sessions intended to formalise what was already expected to be discussed with 
students by the volunteers while teaching them. This includes topics such as cleanliness, hygiene, 
road safety, ethics and so on. (All of these have not yet been covered though since we are still 
experimenting).

To motivate the students to maintain good behaviour and to get them interested in learning new 
things we are trying out the star system. It has a simple methodology. We reward the kids with stars 
for their excellent behaviour and interest in learning each day, and the kid who collects the highest 
number of stars will be the best one. It is the same as receiving a “very good” on your homework by 
the teacher. The idea behind this is that seeing others getting appreciated for their excellent behaviour 
will unknowingly harbour the seed for ethical conduct among the kids.

Finally, we intend to revive Mela, a sort of an annual day for Abhyasika. Students of Abhyasika will 
come to IISER for participating in various events, be it sports or talent shows and so on. There are 
also some events in Lamanvasti. This solidifies and authenticates our relationship with the community 
and legitimises our role within the same.

Abhyasika remains to be ever challenging but also a pleasure. The problems of Lamanvasti could fill 
up another report (It’s actually been done).  The warmth with which kids greets us gives rationale to 
carry on. Love and dedication hold this programme together and give us an incentive to hustle more 
for what we want to accomplish for the kids.

Team Abhyasika
8
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Mindspark is a two-year long programme 
that provides educational aid to the 

children of 7th and 8th grades. These children 
are from not-so-well-off families and study in 
nearby municipal schools. The programme 
mainly focuses on the subjects that are a 
part of the Maharashtra Scholarship Test 
which the students appear for in February: 
Mathematics, Logical Reasoning and English. 
Initiated as a programme which prepared 
the students for the scholarship test alone, 
it has seen a change in its goals recently 
(this academic year), namely, to focus on 
the verbal skills in English, to understand 
the basic concepts in Mathematics and to 

develop the critical thinking required to solve the logical reasoning questions. The reason for the 
changed goals is the time constraint that comes with a weekend programme and truckloads of the 
syllabus.

The programme had students from the 7th-grade the previous year and consisted of the 8th graders 
this year. Hence, the former students and their parents were acquainted with the change of goals of 
the programme and were given an option to continue with us regardless of the changes. Despite the 
initial apprehension that came with the changed objectives, the majority of the students decided to 
continue after the short meeting. For the ones who didn’t, they showed up nevertheless once the 
classes started. New schools were approached as well, but due to proximity issues, those students 
couldn’t continue for long.

Now that the programme didn’t focus on the scholarship examination, the framework of the 
sessions and the method of evaluation had to be changed. And with the new framework, a different 
kind of volunteers was needed. A briefing was hence conducted to explain the change of goals and the 
work required to be done to the former volunteers and a few interested volunteers. An orientation 
for the incoming batch was conducted as well, which resulted in a very promising set of volunteers.

The sessions started with great enthusiasm, but this enthusiasm didn’t last long as the improvement 
among the kids wasn’t clearly visible and the volunteers were disappointed pretty soon. Despite 
that, new ideas were suggested and tried out, some of which worked, some didn’t. Learning from 
all the (small) successes and failures, the sessions were improved. When no way out could be seen, 
a volunteer training session was conducted for the English volunteers by Professor Pooja Sancheti, a 
humanities and social science faculty at the institute. For help with the other sessions, such a guide is 
yet to be found.

COORDINATORS : Shraddha Pathak, Swarnavo Basu, Abhinaya V
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The method of evaluation adopted was subjective-type questions over multiple-choice questions, 
which was followed until the last year. 
Roleplay, a creative(ish) method of 
evaluation for English was adopted 
because the communication-skills 
progress had to be assessed over the 
written-skills.

 
Classes in December were more 

frequent than usual, and they were 
conducted on a near-daily basis 
throughout the semester.  These 
classes were conducted on the 
request of the students for help with 
the preparation of an exam called 
NMMS (National Means-Cum-Merit 
Scholarship) which was to be held in 
the second week of December. These sessions consisted mostly of the doubt-clearing sessions.

For the spring semester, the goals for the individual subjects were revamped taking into account 
the time left and the portions covered till then. Through this semester, the kids will be given a 
time-management practice, especially for logical reasoning. The kids will also be taught the use of a 
dictionary so that they can learn the language themselves even after the programme terminates. In 
mathematics, we will initially revise the topics with more weight in the exam and after their exam, 
we will try to further strengthen some of the primary topics.

Briefly, this is what the Mindspark is all about, and hopefully, we will be able to help the children 
who lack the opportunity to get a quality education.

Team Mindspark

Learning how to be an employee at call centre
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At Science Nurture Programme or SNP, 
we aim to spark an interest regarding 

science among students of the eighth and 
ninth grade. We believe that curiosity is 
something that is an innate part of every 
human, and since many underprivileged 
children are reared in an environment 
where it is suppressed, we try to do the 
exact opposite and encourage it, push-
ing them to ask questions and seek their 
answers. We attempt to inculcate an ap-
preciation for science and the scientific 
method, including some sessions specif-
ically dedicated to building their scientif-
ic temperament. We promote science as 
not just a subject or source of livelihood, 
but an explanation of the natural world.

We do this by holding sessions on two different topics every Sunday. Around 30-40 students 
from various schools attend these sessions regularly. Continuing the trend set last year, we tried to 
steer away from blackboard and power-point sessions, and involve more of an activity and experi-
ment-based aapproach. The rationale behind this is that children would then realize that science isn’t 
restricted to their textbooks but also extends to the real world. Many times, we have also used this 
opportunity to try to get them to think like real scientists, by having them first have a look at the 
experiment, guess as to what is going on, and then provide an explanation.

Every session of ours generally has hours of effort put into it by volunteers and coordinators alike. It 
starts with a regular Monday discussion, where we decide the topic, followed by the Friday discussion 
to fine tune it, and finally the actual delivery of the session during our Sunday Classes. As Hindi is a 
common language for both the volunteers and the students, we generally have our sessions in Hindi.

This year, we have tried to reach out to more children, increasing our class strength to 45-60 
students. Building on the previous year’s improvements, we have tried to develop a new feedback 
system, which takes into accounts how much the students liked the session, not just how well they 
understood it, as our prime goal isn’t to give them knowledge, rather it is to make them like and en-
joy the topic. We have tried to find new, more innovative ways of assessing the students, something 
that was different from a simple pen and paper test. These assessments involve things like a hypothesis 
building session, and a model making exhibition.

Another change we have introduced this semester was the idea of an “interaction session”. The 

COORDINATORS : Gautam Hegde, Vibhor Gaikwad, Snigdha Samantarey

An engaging SNP session be like..
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purpose of this session is rather simple; it involves the 
volunteers sitting down with a group of students, and 
answering whatever questions the students may have, 
whether it is related to the current session or not. Ide-
ally, this was supposed to be done during every break, 
or during the snacks time, but it was rarely as effective 
during either of these periods, because the focus was less 
on the discussion, and more on food. Besides, the volun-
teers were generally fairly exhausted by the end of the 
day. So, we decided to dedicate an entire half an hour 
at the end of some selected sessions for specifically this 
purpose. It is generally received well by the students and 
volunteers alike.

 Of course, there were multiple challenges we faced. These problems were diverse, some involved 
schools pulling out of our programme, others involved a shortage of volunteers at certain critical 
moments, but in the end, we managed to sail through without lasting damage.

Finally, as coordinators, we believe in SNP and what it can grow to be. A lot of us are here in IISER 
in the first place because we were exposed to popular science through various channels. However, we 
recognise that several students are not so fortunate, either due to financial shortages or language and 
cultural barriers, and we believe that SNP can try to mitigate these to a certain extent so that they too 
start seeing the more enjoyable and exciting aspects of science.

Team SNP
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A still from Science park trip

Group discussions
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Group photo from Science Park visit

Hands on experimenting in acid-base chemistry session
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This programme 
arose from the 

involvement of a couple 
of us with the Science 
Nurture Programme 
(SNP). After having 
conducted sessions 
for students of 8th 
and 9th standards, we 
noticed a few sincere 
and curious students 
amongst the lot. These 
students were really 
interested in pursuing 
a career in science, but 
couldn’t afford to join 
exorbitantly expensive 
private coaching for 
entrance examinations 

given after the 11th and 12th standards. We decided to conduct rigorous coaching sessions for them 
during their 11th and 12th standards so that we can open them up to a variety of career opportunities. 
Thus began our programme in August of 2017.

Over the span of one and a half years, we have achieved much 
progress on setting up a standardized way to conduct sessions and 
procuring demonstration material which can enhance the impact of 
classroom teaching. The year 2019 is crucial for us since the first batch 
of our students would be appearing for their 12th standard examination 
and also for various entrance examinations. Further, we have taken a 
fresh batch of students from 11th standard in August 2018. Along with 
the increasing number of students, we have also been joined by a whole 
new batch of volunteers in the past year. The coordinators play a vital 
role in a volunteer organization to keep the program intact. On that 
front, all of us are thankful to Deepak Sharma and Kriti Gupta from the 
Integrated Ph.D. programme at IISER Pune. They have taken immense 
efforts to keep everything going smoothly.

COORDINATORS : Deepak Sharma, Kriti Gupta

Stick-ball model to teach 
molecular bonding

12th std. students solving their physics mock test
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Coordinating a volunteer programme is a valuable experience 
which I encourage all of you to have. It gives you a precise idea 
of what can and cannot be done in life. This I do not say in a 
negative sense, but just that you realise how much resources are 
required to realise a task that one might envisage. It makes you 
realise that whatever you do, you should do it well and not just 
undertake things for the sake of it.

Team Prerana

A session on plant biology
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Oh Hi! It is me! Didn’t you recognise me? Oh well! How will you? I am an experiment. An experi-
ment designed by the resource team of Disha. Would you like to join me on the journey of my life?
Why was I born?
My creators, the volunteers of the resource team, wanted to convey a concept to the kids because 
they thought that the kids needed some inspiration and motivation to study the concept and what 
better a way than experiments? My life goals were:
To ease the learning of the concept for the students.
To excite the students about science.
To show them that science is present in everything they do in their daily life.

How was I born?
Like all other experiments, my journey be-
gan as an idea. But just having an idea is not 
enough. It needs to be developed. This devel-
opment was supported by the books available 
in the Disha room and various online resourc-
es. The resource team sorted out all the books 
in the Disha room and made a database of 
materials, resources, the previous year’s ses-
sions and organised them properly in Disha’s 
Google drive. This was followed by numerous 
discussion about me related to various aspects.
The talk given by Prof. Bhas Bapat about how 
to build an experiment helped the volunteers 

in designing the experiment. More improvements were made to make me interesting for the kids with 
the help of Prof. Satyajit Rath’s talk - “Kids will be Kids.” The resource team was planning to establish 
collaborations with other science outreach and social organisation to make me better, but they could 
not succeed in this venture.

How was my childhood?
The “baccha” party (first-year Resource team volunteers) was really excited about making me. They 
really enjoyed creating me and worked wholeheartedly. Having good volunteers was one of the 
most critical plus points of the Resource team this year. The volunteers sorted out all the material 
available, made a database, listed the required materials and got the materials that they didn’t have. 
Then came the most exciting part - the trials. I was tried out by them several times. After some un-
successful attempts, a lot of improvements and a few jugaads they successfully got the best possible 
working model of me. I loved this part of my journey as the volunteers really enjoyed the trial and 
error process.

COORDINATORS : Rijyuta Kaabaadee, Onkar Sadekar
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The Prelims
Finally, I was almost prepared, and I had to give the preliminary test, which was nothing but a 
demonstration in front of the STS village coordinators. I was tested on various bases like the ease of 
explanation, relation to the kids’ day to day life, accordance with the goals of STS, ease in other lo-
gistic issues like travel, cost of material, etc. After all this tiring process, the volunteers made changes 
according to the suggestions and made me better. They again had discussions about improvising me 
and making me more and more interesting for the kids. Then I was demonstrated to all the STS vol-
unteers. They added their own ways of explaining me to the kids and made me super fine.

The Test
Now came the real test... The STS program! I was demonstrated in front of the kids. They also tried 
to perform me. I felt so happy after seeing that cute smile on their face and that sparkle in their eyes! 
Not all the parts were as good as intended though. There were some parts where I couldn’t do what 
I was intended to do. There were many factors involved in this. But the result was that I evolved and 
only grew better

What comes after the test?
Even though this year’s STS is over, my job is not finished yet! I may undergo some changes. Maybe 
my video will be shot so that I can reach out to more kids! Resource team will scrutinize me properly 
and again improve on the points that didn’t go well this time. I will be improved. I will be modified. 
I will become better. And continue my job of helping the kids understand concepts!

Well, that’s all for today folks! This is your favourite experiment, signing off!!

Resource Team
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                  A Tryst with Destiny
“Alone we can do so little, together 
                                           we can do so much.”
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Experiment demonstration by Resource Team
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Just like every programme of Disha, Spread the Smile is unique: in its premise, goals and challenges. 
The basics of STS have been challenged again and again, raising the question, “Can we actually 

make any change in three weeks time?” It is a difficult question to address, but important as well. It 
should not be dismissed on the grounds of pessimism: it is a valid question to ask and in fact should 
form the basis of setting our goals, by rephrasing it to “What change can we make in three weeks?”*

This is the question with which we started the 
journey of Spread the Smile 2019. We had a lot of 
experience to build upon, from our seniors and our 
previous experiences, of STS and other programmes. 
We set goals which contribute to our vision, and 
at the same time are achievable. These goals are as 
follows.

“Our main aim is to expose the kids to a world they 
have not experienced and give them an overview of 
the opportunities they have in front of them. We 
also want to show them an alternate way of looking 
at their surroundings by doing experiments and 

activities mostly not done at Indian schools, in order to develop critical thinking skills. As outsiders, 
we do not want to push our agenda onto them either. We want to get to know the problems they 
face, and work with them to figure out possible solutions for the same.”

The setting of specific goals helped us to design 
the programme according to the goals, instead 
of conducting the whole programme and then 
trying to understand what was achieved. It 
gave us a reason to be unsatisfied and to work 
to achieve more. It also led to a reexamination 
of each and every session and their redesigning 
in order to suit our goals. This year we moved 
away from heavy experiment based sessions to 
experiment cum interaction sessions. Several 
sessions were purely interactive. We realised 
that a village kid would not be as awed at 
science and would rather be benefited more 

from other life skills, such as an understanding of economics and geography. We included a session 
on social issues and career guidance because we know that the kids can benefit from the experience 
of a city dweller. We also want to give the kids a space to talk about their dreams, their thoughts and 
confusions.

COORDINATORS : Jitesh Seth, Onkar Sadekar, Akhila Mudunuri

Kids engrossed in the self-made model
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Along with the content of the sessions, we 
thought about a more important aspect: the 
delivery. As students of science in an urban city, 
there are plenty of concepts that have become 
common sense to us, which students in the 
village don’t even know about. Hence we have 
to be mindful of every piece of information: 
from little details we think of skipping, to the 
vocabulary we choose to convey the concept. 
We prepared our sessions, giving importance 
to the methods of delivery, with the Marathi 
terms for the most important words. We have 
also kept the drafts of each session open to 
suggestions from everyone so that we can 
collectively improve upon the presentation. 
We conducted volunteer training sessions before their weekends, to discuss the finer details and 
distribute the work.

Though such a strong bond is hard to build 
in 3 weeks, it is not impossible. If we believe in 
ourselves, that we can bridge the gap between the 
kids in these villages and our volunteers and build 
a shared understanding of our reality. After the 
weekends, we had a feedback meeting, to know 
the volunteer experience, and to assess whether 
our goals were fulfilled. Keeping a timely meeting 
helped prepare for the next weekend, as we knew 
what to expect, and went prepared with solutions 
to the same. We collected objective data such as 
the number of students attending the session, the 

questions they asked, their comfort level, etc. to determine how effective the programme was.

Spread the Smile is a difficult initiative which takes an immense amount of effort to work for and 
improve, but the important thing is not to let the scale of the task baffle us, but motivate us instead, 
to work for the change we want to see. This year, we will contribute to that goal.

*We cannot change the question to “Why just three weeks? Why not more?” since we are 
constrained by our other responsibilities in IISER and at this stage, the efforts required for conducting 
STS cannot sustain it for more than three weeks.

Team STS
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We started the Pradnya in the Fall semester of 2018, as a trial project. The idea was to create a 
platform to impart classroom-based structured education to children who were previously in 

Abhyasika. Our objective was to make the kids confident about their communication and numerical 
skills, the basics that they need to go into the world out there.

The idea behind the programme 
came from the observation that 
despite the accomplishments of 
Abhyasika in Lamanvasti, it was 
challenging to teach each and every 
student as per a proper school 
level curriculum due to numerous 
limitations. In Abhyasika, they teach 
kids of a broad spectrum of grades. 
So, it’s difficult for them to maintain 
a structure and cover everything 
necessary for each and every kid. 
Student to volunteer ratio fails to 
give proper personalised attention 
that the kids require. This low ratio 

and the presence of a large number of kids that may sometimes be harder to handle can create an 
environment even less conducive to learning. Despite all these facts, we noticed that some students 
are doing pretty well in Abhyasika and are very keen on learning further.

We thought of refining them 
by giving them more attention 
and introducing them to a healthy 
classroom environment. We started 
with a few 11-13-year-old kids. 
In their schools, they neither get 
enough attention to strengthen their 
fundamentals nor the motivation 
to learn. So, we started classes at 
IISER for 2 hours a day on two days 
of a week where we could focus 
on strengthening their concepts 
in Mathematics and English at the 
grassroot level. We are also working 
on their aptitude skills. We try to teach 
them basic concepts using activities 
and models. For helping them out 

COORDINATORS : Anwesha Maharana, Gowri Niranjana, Tathagat Bhattacharya
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with spoken English, we conduct interactive sessions using videos, flashcards and enacting role plays 
and so on. We do make sure that there are enough breaks and games in between studies. We have 
been working hand in hand with the Mindspark team who have been extremely helpful in designing 
our sessions at the beginning of the program. We have been successful in keeping a good student 
to volunteer ratio, so as to give them proper individual attention. By the end of the last semester 
(Fall ’18), we could see their diminishing hesitation towards English and their enhanced effort to try 
reading and conversing in English.

It was not at all a smooth path, to begin with. Given their apparent shyness, in the beginning, it 
took us some time to mingle with them and understand how much they understand. As everyone 
doesn’t understand at the same pace, we would work on an individual basis after explaining a 
concept to the whole class. Another challenge that we are still facing is the irregularity of the kids. 
It becomes difficult to strike a balance between keeping everyone up-to-date and the advancement 
of the class curriculum. We are working on developing an incentive system to make them regular, 
punctual and disciplined.

We believe in the overall development of the kids, and not just in academics. In our numerous casual 
discussions with them, we have felt their urge to curb their ignorance about further career options and 

Team Pradnya
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Classroom moments
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PROJECT  CHIKHALGAON
A trip organised by Resource team

Following up the aim of Disha - IISER Pune: “To bring quality education to underprivileged
young, talented minds and to change their lives for better”, six of us conducted a 5 day
(24th June to 28th June 2018) program at Lokmanya Tilak Vidyamandir, Chikhalgaon,
Tal-Dapoli, Dist- Ratnagiri (Maharashtra).

Members:  Vaibhav Ingale, Onkar Sadekar, Rijyuta Kaabaade, Shraddha Pathak, Hitesh Wankhede,   
Snigdha Samantaray
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UNDERSTANDING 
GENDER AND POP CULTURE

Professor Sneha Gole, 
Pune University 

06-10-18

Dr. Sneha Gole’s talk engaged with the concept of gender and how taken-for-granted notions of 
masculinity and femininity and gender roles are shaped and constructed by society. She began with 
an interactive session with the audience regarding the meaning of gender and how gender is an 
organising principle of society–namely, how it plays a role in maintaining a certain kind of social 
order.
She then moved onto looking specifically at how popular culture plays a role in perpetuating 
notions about gender. She showed and discussed a few popular advertisements for a range 
of products and explored how these advertisements often relegate stereotypical roles to men 
and women. Some of these stereotypes include the understanding of women as caretakers, as 
submissive, as primarily invested in the family or the “private sphere” whereas men are presented 
as protectors, sole financial supporters of the family and so on. She considered some of the new 
‘feminist’ ads, including an advertisement for a smartphone which showed a woman as the boss, 
taking firm stances with her employees (all men). At the end of the advertisement, the audience is 
shown that one of the employees working late because of her, is actually her husband, whom she’s 
waiting at home for, with a meal she has presumably just cooked! Thus, even the ‘modern’ and 
‘liberal’ advertisements which seek to break out of showing women solely as wives and mothers, 
end up perpetuating these very stereotypes!
After looking at advertisements, Dr. Gole also explored another area of popular culture: Bollywood 
songs. She played the song Yaaram written by Gulzar, considered one of the most romantic writers 
of our times.

Hum cheez hain bade kaam ki, Yaaram
Humein kaam pe rakh lo kabhi, Yaaram
Ho suraj se pehle jagayenge
Aur akhbaar ki sab surkhiyaan hum gungunayenge
Pesh karenge garm chai phir…

A duet, it begins with the woman stating all that she will do for her lover, including waking him 
up before sunrise, presenting him with the newspaper and bringing him hot tea, and of course 
carrying an umbrella over his head to protect him from the hot sun. For his part, the man responds 
by saying that; whether night or day, he will take her and go to sleep, letting her fragrance fill his 
bed and pillow!
Through this, Dr. Gole explores how the use of heterosexual romantic love serves to reinforce 
notions of femininity where women remain in their role as caretakers and nurturers of men, their 
subservience being glorified as stemming from “true love”. Men, of course, are busy untangling 
their lovers’ earrings and revel in their lover’s beauty (instead of making a nice meal for them).
The talk clearly showed how popular culture plays a role in creating or reinforcing notions of what 
an “ideal Indian society” is - that it is primarily heteronormative , patriarchal, and, so on. The 
ubiquity of popular culture (advertisements, films, music) makes it an important aspect of culture 
which affects each of us profoundly; whether we are conscious of it or not. Its enormous influence 
in our lives makes it important to become aware of how it shapes our views and simultaneously 
be able to question the values/norms that are being sold to us constantly.
   
                 Lokamruth KR
             2nd year BSMS
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“Because every girl 
             is a PRINCESS”

    Talk for Twenty, along with the Internal Committee and the Literary Club, held a panel discussion on this 
year’s International Women’s Day, adopting the theme #BalanceForBetter. The ambitions of this discussion 
were to address the situation of gender balance in the workplace, to ideate bringing about balance and also 
open conversation about dealing with deeply rooted misogynistic ideas in the mindsets of individuals. The 
panel had Dr. Vineeta Bal, CA Vasundhara Laad, Dr. Keerthi Harikrishnan, Shruti Chakravaty and Aditya 
Kolhatkar, with Dr. Meera Nanda moderating the discussion.
The session opened with each of the panellists taking us through their experiences in their careers as well as in 
their lives and outlined various ways biases and imbalances can be eliminated, and how the society views the 
feminist movement. The panel was later thrown open for audience Q&A and dialogue. 
Dr. Vineeta Bal started the conversation talking about how she represented feminism in academia and 
administrator over the years, and expressed that women need to be proportionately represented in committees 
to reverse how women were ‘outvoiced and silenced’ over the years. She added that this could directly invert 
the invisibility of women in science, which has been the status quo. 
Vasundhara Laad echoed the idea of proportionate representation and extrapolated the idea to administrative 
jobs. She pointed out that the state of women in administrative jobs was worrying when she had joined and 
described how this has been progressing over time to be in a better state today. However, she still believes that 
there is a need for better representation. 
Dr. Keerthi Harikrishnan brought in the perspective of being a married woman in the early phases of a career 
in academia. She brought out how familial pressure influences a person’s decision in marriage. Nevertheless, 
her description of marriage and balance between family and career was hopeful. A strong attachment to career, 
according to her, never meant sacrificing family, if work is built around family.  Keerthi voiced that family and a 
partner could even help in building a career, and expressed that family is often a great detox from the pressures 
of work. 
Shruti Chakravarty, who has been actively expressing feministic thoughts on online platforms, brought in a 
fresh line of thought on how social media platforms strengthen the feminist movement. She built up examples 
of movements that have featured on such platforms, and made the case that such movements had a wider 
reach and stronger support. She justified that women across the planet were able to enlighten themselves and 
actively participate in feministic movements. This was how movements like #MeToo garnered support online, 
when such boldness and demonstrations were almost never found ever before. She pointed out that popular 
movements cannot sustain themselves when in factions, and this is how online platforms brought in unity 
which synergized the movement.
Aditya Kolhatkar, leaving the audience in splits, cleverly managed to make us think about often unnoticed 
misogyny in cinema, arts and literature. He threw examples which left us laughing as well as thinking. Some 
of his examples surprised us that we never viewed such common movie scenes critically and missed out on 
realizing their subtle misogyny. 
The open discussion invited questions from the audience on various 
points like how a male actively trying to let go of biases developed from 
being in patriarchal environments can liberate himself and support 
feminism better, without having any unrealized prejudices. Back and 
forth conversation on marriage, familial roles, gendering in early 
life brought out examples of very tacit gendering that is ubiquitous, 
that resulted in imbalances even in academia. Thorough discussion 
followed to provide solutions to such widely existent and propagated 
biases. The house and the panel together resolved, conclusively that 
better conversation amongst men in their early ages and building 
bridges of empathy between men and women, can only take the society 
in a progressive direction to achieve gender balance.

  Abhilash Kumar
  2nd year BSMS

International Women’s Day 2019
#BALENCEFORTHEBETTER
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THE

MOST IMPORTANT
PROBLEM IN HUMAN HISTORY

SAYAN SARKAR
14-11-18

Hitachi and His Clan
Artificial Intelligence is one of the most promising areas of development in science and 
technology, but is also possibly the most feared. This was the main idea behind Sayan 
Sarkar’s talk on Artificial intelligence. The fear of increase in unemployment, the need for 
large investments, and many other factors cause many to be skeptical of the changes that 
such an automation may bring about. The images of the Terminator and other Computer-
driven apocalyptic movies run constantly through our minds. We as humans are scared of 
being controlled by a force that out-does us in many ways. And hence the question that 
pops up immediately is: How do we control them? This question has a few “answers”, 
one of them being: “Make them able to do only things we want them to do.” Now, how 
do we code morality into a robot? This is  referred to as “The alignment problem” is what 
puzzles many to this day. 
Sayan stated that many believe such drastic changes will not happen suddenly, and that 
the world will have time to regroup after this sudden development arrives. Here he 
cites Tim Urban who introduced the term “Die Progress Unit”, which would give us the 
amount of development required in a given time span for a person from the past to die 
of shock when he sees the future. If a person from 1750 were to come see how the world 
is now, he would mostly likely die of shock as opposed to someone who came from 1500 
and arrived in 1750 (via the time machine of course). The growth of development in the 
recent couple of hundred years has been exponential. Who knows what humanity is on 
the brink of breaking into at the moment?
Next, Sayan brought up something that gets left out in the shadows quite a lot, which is 
that AI has been existing alongside us for quite a long time. AI does not just refer to robots 
with human-like behavior. It can range from the calculators we use to the computer we 
play chess against on our PCs at home. For many of these “simple machines”, our fear 
disappears. I mean, how can a calculator take over the world? The scary stories start not 
when ANI (Artificial Narrow Intelligence) is discussed, but when AGI (Artificial General 
Intelligence) and ASI (Artificial Superintelligence) are. AGI refers to machines which have 
intelligence of the level of a human being and ASI refers to what goes beyond that. Is it 
easy to develop AGI? No. Is it impossible? Definitely not.
The talk concluded by going back to morality and emotions. These may be the key to 
saving us from an imminent invasion, because clearly pulling the plug won’t be enough. 
The human heart may be something that cannot be coded into a robot. Do they feel 
pain? Would they react if their offspring was ended? These questions may be what give us 
insight into what we would be “up against”. 
All in all, we humans must understand that we are building a superpower that could 
overpower us in the future. Changing the “overpowering” into “empowering” is the key. 
We must make sure that this power is something we can live with. 
                      
         Janani Ananthanarayanan
         5th year BSMS       39



At IISER, Reema Jamal had initiated a program in which many students shared their stories related to 
mental health. I was in the audience back then and realised that it could happen to anyone, just like 
any other physical illness. This disorder can occur in people of all ages and of various professions.  As a 
PhD student, this has raised many questions in my head. I ended up searching for Mental Health issues, 
especially about depression worldwide. WHO says that 300 million people are affected by depression 
worldwide and of these, around 800,000 people commit suicide every year.  Although effective treatments 
are available, there are certain barriers such as lack of resources, lack of skilled health care providers and 
social stigma associated with mental disorders. Due to these barriers, there is a large section of people 
who go undiagnosed and only 10-12% of people suffering from Mental Health disorders seek help in 
India. This has happened because of a general lack of understanding about this issue. This has forced 
people to suffer in silence and isolation further dragging them towards suicidal tendencies.
To address the issue, I conversed with people who had suffered from mental health issues.  While I was 
searching and contacting people, I got the chance to contact Dr Avinash Waghmare from the Psychiatrist 
meet held at IISER. We organised a seminar entitled “You are not alone” under the Talk for Twenty series 
by Disha.
In this seminar, he raised many interesting facts about this issue. To begin with, one needs to define 
normal and abnormal for themselves. For normal mental health, one needs to realise his or her potential 
and should be able to cope up with norm al stresses of life in order to work productively. Finally, he or 
she should contribute to her or his community.  In our life, there are various situations where our state 
of being is perturbed. In these situations one needs to ask oneself:
Do I feel good about myself?
Do I feel comfortable with other people?
Am I able to meet life’s demands?
These questions reflect on one’s behaviour, moods, memory, concentration and biological functions. A 
person who has a mental disorder shows mood fluctuations that lead to loss of sense of control and the 
experience of great distress. The disordered mental state depends on the variation in duration, severity 
and combination of symptoms which can give rise to different behaviour and mood distress. To escape 
this distress, one tends to go towards substance abuse due to emotional problem and vulnerability. The 
craving and continuous use of substance leads to tolerance and further leads to loss of control on oneself. 
When this stage is achieved, the person shows symptoms at the level of appetite and sleep which affects 
his/her daily routine. At this stage one feels fatigue, exhaustion, isolation and finally thinks of giving up 
on life. One needs to look for a psychiatrist to be able to get medicinal support to overcome physical 
symptoms. The medicines set the baseline for the psychotherapists to initiate counselling in order to reach 
the emotional root cause of the illness. The role of the psychiatrist and psychotherapist is to be actively 
involved in identifying the issue and working to rectify it constantly.  One needs to be very critical in 
finding the right doctor to be able to address it effectively.
After the talk,  a major question that arose in my head was “Can we avoid reaching a depressed state 
in our life?” There is a saying that “A Healthy mind lies in a Healthy body “. For having a healthy body, 
one goes to the gym, exercises, dances or plays some other outdoor game and also takes care of his/her 
diet. By contrast, a healthy mind reflects good emotional health by doing meditation, being mindful, 
or involving in various self-introspective activity, etc.  In addition to these, one needs to have positive, 
powerful and purposeful thoughts as a diet in order to have a healthy mind.
One needs to think of where the trigger for these mental health issues lies. The trigger point could be the 
inability to experience happiness in life. If we look at our life, we sometimes feel happy and sometimes 
sad.  Most of the time we tend to ignore or escape the stressed or sad state of our emotions. A depressed 
state stems from the accumulation of these day-to-day irritations, tension, stress and constant failure to 
create happiness. The reason why there is so little happiness in our world is ‘dependency’. Happiness is 
not dependent on anything or anyone or found anywhere. We keep delaying our happiness until things 
are just right in our life. We think we will be happy in the future and then wonder why we are not happy 
now. Happiness is an internal feeling which we can create in every situation. Once we learn the art of 
creating happiness, then we can overcome day to day situations of complaining, blaming and criticising. 
These can increase our inner strength and resilience in order to cope up our everyday stress.  Once as an 
individual if we can inculcate higher self-esteem and empathy, then we can extend our support to help 
depressed people.

MENTAL HEALTH AT IISER
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Subtly but surely: 
Embracing the values of state 

Dr Kalindi Kokal
18-01-19

On 18th January 2019, Dr. Kalindi Kokal, spoke about ‘Embracing the values of state law’ as 
a part of a Talk for Twenty series on feminist issues. She drew upon her research in various 
rural areas in North India to explain how the community law interacts with state law and 
how core values behind state law and community law influence each other. When should 
state law lead community law and try to mould its values according to the principles of state 
law, and when should state law adjust to the preferences of the community and give the 
communities space to practice their values? In her talk and in the discussion that followed, 
examples like the Sati abolition act and the marriage laws that are specific to each religion 
were dissected to understand both aspects of this question.

Dr. Kalindi made the case that many times the machinery of state law is insufficient to 
implement the law in its entirety to achieve the intended effect. However, community laws 
and values can help to achieve justice for victims, and resourcefulness on the victims part can 
help her wield both state law and community values and customs to her advantage. Dr. Kalindi 
focused on two examples of women affected by domestic abuse to drive home this point. 
In one case, going to courts and the police did little to help the victim; she only managed to 

procure an order from the court which asked her husband to pay her a measly 
maintenance of around four thousand rupees a month. However, she 

went back to her marital home and cleverly used this order as leverage 
( to gain the upper hand in future conflicts, and managed to empower 
herself through this process. In another example, the victim claimed to 
have a vision in which she was granted the power of seeing the future 
and resolving disputes, as a Pucchari. She then used her elevated status 
in the society as a Pucchari to gain decision making powers in her 
marriage and also financial independence.

These examples showed how women can take matters into their 
own hands in cases of violence against them and wield state 
law, community values and customs to resolve their issues. 
After the talk, there was an interesting discussion between 
the audience and speaker about these two examples and 
the various subtleties in the interplay between state law, 
community values, values of the state and implementation 
of law highlighted by these examples. The talk exposed 
everyone to a complex issue concerning gender laws and 
society and raised many questions for people to take back 
with them to discuss over dinner tables.

      Sriram Raghunath
      4th year BSMS
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TFT TALK

CINEMA AS A SITE OF 
HEGEMONY

Prof Sneha Gole, Pune University
17-11-18

On 17th November 2018, Dr Sneha Gole from Pune University spoke about 
how Indian cinema has helped to maintain the hegemonic power structures in 
our society. She started by discussing the definition of hegemony, which is not 
clear domination or explicit power, but is a soft power that moulds and uses 
current societal norms and sentiments subversively to maintain the imbalance 
of power in social structures.

She used Bollywood films over the years as her key examples, and helped the 
audience understand their context and how they perpetuated the class and 
gender inequalities at the time. In all these examples, the film portrays the 
unequal structures in a way that perpetuates them, without recognising the 
structural and systemic issues at their core. For example, the issue of poverty 
is seen through the lens of a poor hero vs evil rich moneylender narrative in 
a film, which denies the fact that poverty is much more complicated systemic 
problem that cannot be reduced to a good vs evil story. Similarly, gender issues 
have been portrayed by films over the years through the negative character of 
the “modern” women who destroys the cultural fabric of India through her 
alien western ideas of empowerment. 

Narratives shape the prevalent thought in society, and hence also help to 
create and break power structures like class and patriarchy. Dr. Sneha used 
popular Bollywood films, which many of us have grown up watching, to 
show how cinema can influence the cultural narrative and shape popular 
opinion in a way that is not immediately obvious. She used the relatable 
example of Bollywood cinema to explain the subtle workings of hegemonic 
power structures such as class and gender, and the audience discussion that 
followed the talk was both enlightening and enjoyable.

          Sriram Raghunath
4th year BSMS
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BAIF Development Research 
Foundation (formerly registered 

as the Bharatiya Agro Industries 
Foundation), is a reputed voluntary 

organisation committed to providing sustainable 
livelihood to the rural poor through the introduction of 

appropriate technological and social practices. BAIF’s Mission 
is to create opportunities for gainful self-employment for the 

rural families, especially disadvantaged sections, ensuring sustainable 
livelihood, enriched environment, improved quality of life and good human 

values. This is being achieved through development research, effective use of local 
resources, extension of appropriate technologies and upgradation of skills and 
capabilities with community participation. 

Interview with Chief Thematic Program Executive of BAIF, Dr Rajashree Joshi:
Q. The primary goal of BAIF is to carry out sustainable rural development, and 
you have programmes related to agricultural development, animal husbandry and 
water management. How did you identify the major issues in rural areas and decide 
the issues of primary focus?
Dr Joshi’s reply: BAIF was started about five decades ago by Dr Manibhai Desai, a 
disciple of Mahatma Gandhi. During the freedom struggle, under the instructions 
of Gandhiji, Manibhaiji served at Urulikanchan with the purpose of improving the 
lives of rural people in the region. He continued his work at Urulikanchan after 
independence as he had realised that India’s progress depended on the progress of 
her villages that nestled majority of her population. On this solid base of years of 
experimentation and research, BAIF was created with the ideology of sustainable 
development to make India’s villages prosper. This has always been the motive 
behind all our programmes, our guiding principle being “building from below”.

Q. BAIF has a unique livestock development programme in which self-sustained 
cattle development centres are set up covering 12-15 villages which rear high 
yielding and sturdy varieties of cattle. How has this livestock programme developed 
over the years?
Dr Joshi’s reply: Manibhaiji always believed in bringing in the right change as time 
moved on. Back then, indigenous cows had very low yield of milk and needed to 
be cross-breed with exotic breeds to attain sturdy and high yielding cattle variety. 
Artificial insemination with the semen of exotic breeds was a solution to this 
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problem, but this came with issues of its own such as transportation of cattle to the centre and storage. 
Manibhaiji used the then-recent scientific advancement of cryotechnology and created cryocans which 
could easily be carried around on a 2-wheeler from village to village by AI technicians who would then 
provide door-step services to livestock farmers. This model has been extremely successful and is well 
received by the villagers, slowly integrating itself into their lives and benefiting the community.

Q. BAIF has successfully integrated a large number of women into its programme with over 7000 women 
members and close to 400 women groups. What efforts have been made in achieving this? Has the 
integration of women in your programmes reflected on their social standing?
Dr Joshi’s reply: BAIF has long since recognised the role of women in rural development and upliftment 
of the rural poor. A village or country cannot prosper if half its population, ie. its women are suffering. 
Women have always been the direct sufferers of resource shortage owing to its unequal distribution and 
the nature of their roles. BAIF often approaches villagers through the medium of self-help groups, which 
primarily consist of women. Along with making them a part of our programme, we also try to address 
their issues and grievances. Another factor that has helped us to focus on women is the international 
funding we receive which stress on women upliftment. 
All this effort has lead to a significant change in the social standing and the role of women in a rural 
setting. Now, even the women’s opinions are valued when crucial decisions regarding the village are 
made, and roles such as Artificial insemination technicians are now also played by women.

Q. You have this unique approach to rural development where instead of arriving at a village with 
preconceived notions, you go with an open mind and spend time in the village before identifying the 
core issues. Could you explain more about this Holistic cluster development approach?
Dr Joshi’s reply: Going to a region with the attitude that you’ll solve a specific problem using a particular 
technique doesn’t usually work well. The approach we always take, one that has been followed by 
Manibhaiji from the very beginning, is that we first go to a village, stay with the local people, sometimes 
for months at a time, until they come to accept you as their own. During this time we try to understand 
their problems and seek their help in integrating our programmes into their society. This way we are 
met with lesser resistance and are able to work together peacefully.

Q.Disha is an initiative by students of IISER, a research institute to empower the underprivileged 
sections of the society primarily by providing them with education. What is your message for Disha as 
an organisation and its volunteers?
Dr Joshi’s reply: Manibhaiji strongly believed that research without development is purely academic and 
there is no development without research. My advice to the young scientists at IISER is that with any 
project you take up, try to understand its relevance and impact on society and try to draw motivation 
from this as you proceed forward in your career.

 A 
pillar 
  of 
inspiration
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KIDS WILL BE KIDS
Prof. Satyajit Rath

24-10-18

Prof. Satyajit Rath has been working with the Eklavya Programme. He shared some of his experiences 
and a lot of thought-provoking realities and problems which he experienced  while interacting with 
common people and kids.

While teaching kids, perhaps the most important thing is the language of communication. English may 
not always be suitable to explain some concept. Local languages work well, with English terms infused 
(if the students are primarily from English Medium)Different terms may carry different meanings in 
different languages. So it becomes essential to think upon the language to be used and in what fluency 
level it is being used.

Kids are curious. They do not fail to ask deeper questions going into the absolute basics behind every-
thing. An example followed like this: “Why is the sky blue?” There had been a follow-up question to 
this, which asked “The mechanism and all is fine. But why only blue? Why not some other colour, say 
orange?” Questions like this then span various areas of Science and now we begin to cross Scholastic 
Knowledge Boundaries. 

Perception Shapes Reality. Prof Rath says, “We are riddled with prejudices”. We think we know the 
answer, while in fact the feeling might only be superficial. We carry a lot of prejudices with us. Social 
Conditioning starts at a very early age. And along with that there are a lot of cultural differences too. 
Perspectives drive our thinking about What Reality Is. so it becomes difficult for us to make someone 
to arrive at the same conclusion which you want them to. Your audience should arrive at their own 
conclusion. One should communicate in such a manner that you and your audience should arrive at 
one conclusion at the end of the discussion. It should be a shared pool of knowledge between you 
and them and not you giving them knowledge.

To practice this one should try to talk with them instead of talking to them. At the same time it is also 
important that we don’t blindly let them accept whatever comes in their mind. It is essential that they 
think properly about how and why some thought can be appropriate or not. It is required to find a 
“shared reality” while talking to anyone.

Also, Never underestimate the sophistication of any person. With proper teaching and class interac-
tion, kids can start thinking in incredibly beautiful ways and come to conclusions which we probably 
never reached ourselves until we read about them. 

As everyone learns from his/ her surroundings from very young age while teaching/interaction you 
don’t just teach but try to change the mindsets as due to the differences between the surroundings of 
the speaker and audience there is a huge gap between their experiences, previously acquired knowl-
edge, way of thinking. Learning from one community and applying it to other becomes really diffi-
cult. Cultural perspectives of the audience matter while telling them anything. That is why it becomes 
difficult to convince them and arrive at a common conclusion. If we don’t do this and force people 
to accept science then they won’t find any difference between science and religion.

One more thing which we should remember that our responsibility is to make them aware of few 
facts to make them curious, they can discover other facts by themselves after that
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Abhyasika
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Science Nurture Program
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There was once a lioness named Shweta which lived in a forest.
One day the lioness went for hunting.
The lioness saw a fox.
The lioness went after the fox.
The fox became scared and hid behind a tree.
There was amonkey on the tree.
The monkey saw the fox and threw bananas at him.
The fox got confused and looked up.
By then the lioness had seen the fox.
The fox chased the monkey and the lioness chased the fox.
The three animals became friends.
       THE END.
Moral : Don’t make enemies. 

Mindspark

50



51



DISHA 
WEEKEND 

Once March starts, all Disha volunteers eagerly wait for the event of the 
year, Disha Day! One dedicated day for appreciating all volunteers for 
their work in the year. One fun-filled day for Disha kids to come, see, enjoy 

and get inspired by the beautiful campus of IISER. One important day for all those 
who can’t contribute regularly for Disha, but wish to be a part of this organization. 
Like every year, Disha day was celebrated with great joy and pomp in the second 
week of April. For the first time, mindspark students performed a dance as a part 
of annual Disha celebration. SNP students made models and demonstrated them. 
Vigyan Mela as always was a fun filled day for Abhyasika kids. The preparations 
started quite early. All responsibilities were divided. It was a unique experience 
for the juniors to go to professors and invite them for the disha day celebration. 
Counters were set up for collecting donation. On the D-Day(!), everyone carried 
out their responsibility well. Both the talks for Talk for Twenty were attended by 
many students. The presentation and experience sharing was also quite informative 
and gave a glance of all activities that Disha does throughout the year.

Vigyan mela was our effort to teach kids the importance of co-scholastic 
activities and give them a memorable day, a great challenge for us. A month’s 
worth planning and preparation was put together to make it a fantastic day.
    To be honest, having a great team made it seem as easy as it can get. We had a 
board full of activities that we could do, which had to be assimilated into a single 
day.  9 am to 6 pm was all we had: very less time and so many things to do. We 
knew to pull this we need to plan every single minute of the day. We had the 
drawing and art sessions, dance workshop, science exhibition, talk on the importance 
of scientific spirit in daily life and our most favorite part of the sports and games. 
    After several meetings and discussions, our plan was ready on pen and paper. We had to make it 
real. Checking several gift shops with no idea what you are going to buy is bizarre! Somehow 
we managed to purchase a pile of things which were going to be our gifts. We didn’t even 
realize when the simple gift wrapping turned into a competition to see who can wrap better. 
    A bunch of undergrads trying out experiments all night is a recipe for fun and disaster. 
Believe me when I say we had to do a lot of cleaning after that.  

VIGYAN MELA
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    And finally, the day came. We had lots of heads up from the people that managing 
30 kids going to be difficult. We didn’t know how difficult till we were running behind 
kids in LHC corridors to get them back in the classroom. Making them do what you 
have planned is just impossible. The pain was worth it to see the fascination and 
curiosity in their eyes. By mid-day, we gave up on our plan and decided to go with the 
flow.  Instead of the sports competition we planned on, we played games along with 
kids was a lot of fun. That happiness can’t be described with words. We ended the 
day by distributing gifts, which was the second favorite thing for the kids after sports.
    “Unity is strength…when there is teamwork and collaboration, wonderful things 
can be achieved.” This is indeed true. 
    p.s: quote by Mattie Stepanek.
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SNP SCIE
NCE EXH

IBITION

 This exhibition helped the students in multiple ways. It helped increase their 

interest in science, allowed them to see scientific concepts work in front of 

them in real life, and encouraged them to work in a team, hence building up 

their ability to cooperate and show team spirit. It 
also gave them a chance to 

develop their presentation skills, as they would have to explain the models to 

visitors themselves. Overall it was a wholesome activity for both children and 

volunteers, and I would like to see it become a regular part of SNP. 
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MINSPARK DANCE
Most of the kids who were a part of Mindspark were fond of dancing and were 

very keen to put up a performance when they got to know about Disha Day. 

They started the preparation 1-2 weeks before the event. They performed on 

some recent hit Bollywood songs chosen by them. The performance was put 

up at the amphitheatre on Disha Day. It was a great performance, especially 

considering that it was self choreographed. Mindspark volunteers were thrilled 

to see the hidden talent in the kids.
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Dualities in Inclusive EducationTHE NLH TALKS

Opportunities in Inclusive Education
Krisstina Rao     

The first talk was delivered by Krisstina Rao, a social innovator working with Atma 
and Gati- a consortium that deals with Children with learning disabilities. Krisstina 
began the talk with a survey asking individuals to poll their opinion on how inclusive 

a classroom is or how diverse students learn. She built on how the survey gave completely 
one-sided results by introducing us to her definitions of inclusion and diversity in the 

classroom. Her views that there are no vertical differences among learners and that mainstream learners do 
not learn ‘better’ than diverse learners were eye-openers. She supported her idea with the argument that a 
classroom should accommodate diversity and focus on the needs of the student rather than a rigid system 
applying to all, which tends to filter students. Classrooms should be non-discriminatory and should foster 
an environment that is learner-friendly, according to her. She mentioned that the general mindsets are still 
towards segregation rather than inclusion and was optimistic that this would change. She then described 
how her organization, Gati works towards achieving an inclusive classroom through various measures. The 
targets of Gati’s program, identified by their analysis of schools in Mumbai, were schools in the low-income 
segment. The problems Gati identified in schools were the lack of awareness among parents of the disability 
of the child; inadequacy of inclusive resources; and improper training to handle CwD. She explained how 
Gati serves as a backbone organization to help make classrooms in schools more inclusive by ‘collectively 
facilitating a market for inclusive resources‘. By interventions in schools, they also provide monitoring of 
the impact on CwD, and increase awareness on inclusive classrooms, she added. Towards the end of the 
talk, Krisstina emphasized on Disha and Atma working together to develop accommodative provisions for 
Children with Disabilities.

Education beyond doing well in Final exams and 
Entrance tests
Prof. K.P. Mohanan

Prof. K.P. Mohanan took to the board to engage the audience in his never-ending 
binary tree that explored the tension between helping students score higher marks 
in exams, thereby leading to employment; and cultivating academic intelligence. 

He defines academic intelligence as being able to rationally question existing knowledge, 
develop theories and learn applications. He also mentioned how one can harness different intelligences that 
are not academic such as ‘art intelligence’ or ‘emotional intelligence’. His example of calling out to a whole 
class of exam toppers that the entrance exam was useless and having received livid responses evoked laugh-
ter in the audience and gave a sense of what emotional intelligence meant. He said the aim of schools was to 
cultivate academic intelligence and inculcate the ability to rationally inquire among students. The student 
should be able to explore and develop academic intelligence in his/her field of interest through schooling 
and then choose to apply these skills in the industry, in his viewpoint. He believes schools have only served 
as centres for indoctrination by the system and feeders to the industry, and have never explored the possi-
bility of educating children. His idea was that schools teach the student how to construct theories and apply 
them, and industries have exams to take in eligible people that they require. This serves as a bridge between 
education for financial outcomes and learning, and could resolve the tension between what he called cer-
tificate-oriented education and education for greater intelligence. He closed his talk inviting Disha and the 
audience to think about the idea of learning and introduced us to ThinQ, his organization that exists as a 
platform for inquiry-oriented education.
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DISHA DINNER

At the end of the day, it was time for the much awaited Disha dinner. Disha volun-

teers served food to all those who had made voluntary contributions. The food was 

prepared by the ‘mami’s’ from the vasti. At the end, all coordinators sat together for 

dinner and discussed few fun topics. Unfortunately the plan to dance didn’t go well! 

However, everyone had fun cleaning up the place and transporting the utensils back 

together. The Day ended with everyone being tired but also rejuvenated for the next 

year! Disha Day marked the end of yet another successful year for Disha. The goal is to 

keep improving continuously and trying to make sustainable impact for the underpriv-

ileged in the society.
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   A CHALLENGE 
FOR 

THE 
GOOD

With the ever expanding scope of Disha, 
we believe that we can do something 

more than just targeting the kids. One very eye 
opening experience took place this year in one of the 

villages we visited for STS. 
A villager was very interested in knowing a method for lifting water to a certain 
height for his farm. Now, why does he want to lift water up from the stream? 
As we all know water is very important for farming. Just as we need water, 
plants and crops too need water for growth. Water is provided to the crops in 
the field via irrigation and mostly surface irrigation where water is let through 
the fields in a directed motion through channels made in the soil. 
Our villager too he wants to do the same, to lift water from the stream and 
then irrigate the field. But the water flows in a canal with very fast. Additionally 
the water is to be lifted at around 30 cm height from the stream. Thus it is 
difficult to transport water upwards and into the fields. So he is looking for a 
device which could help him in doing so. The device should be designed so as 
to be easily transported from one place to another. 
He seemed very fascinated with the fact that some people from the city were 
there to come interact with the kids. So he came and interacted with us. With 
our given resources, we didn’t promise him anything, but I feel that if at least a 
few people at IISER also start looking at such problems, it will benefit both the 
parties involved in the long run. 
This is something we can actively try when we go to villages. I believe it will 
also give a platform to all researchers here to try spending at least some of their 
time for social causes, without ever going out for campus. This will increase the 
bond with the villages even further and help us reduce the gap between village 
and city and make us appreciate the uniqueness of both of these diverse places.

       - Onkar Sadekar (3rd year BSMS)
         Aniket Zodage (2nd year BSMS)
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