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AIF Clinton Fellows Jessica Re Phillips (2nd from left) and Marielle Lauren Amrhein (3rd from right) stand 
with some of the workshop participants in Orissa. (Photo: Drew Foxman)
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Dear Friends, 

As you all know, AIF is celebrating its 10th Anniversa-
ry this year, commemorating our rapid and successful 
growth from a small relief-focused, grant-making orga-
nization in 2001 to a leading India-focused philanthropy 
foundation. However, as AIF completes its first decade, 
I too will be moving on to the next phase in my career. 
Beginning this summer I will be ending my three year 
tenure as CEO and will be moving closer to the field by 
taking up the position of India Country Director for AIF, 
based out of Delhi. Although I’ll miss the life in the U.S. 
and all  the wonderful people, including AIF  stakehold-
ers and  staff, that I have come to love, the transition will 
give me an opportunity to be closer to our programs on 
the ground, something I am really passionate about . I 
would just like to take a moment now to reflect on my 
time as CEO and how I think AIF is all set to play a big-
ger role in the lives of the poor in India . 

Since my first day as CEO, I have had immense pride 
in AIF’s principles of a collective, secular, leveraged and 
strategic philanthropy. These non-negotiable standards 
make AIF unique among Indo-centric philanthropies in 
the U.S., and provide a strong moral compass so that we 
can weather any storm and ensure that marginalized In-
dians will always be able to count on us for our support.

AIF started in a relief and rehabilitation mode in 2001, 
but soon evolved into a development organization fo-
cused on a venture philanthropic approach to support-
ing innovative ideas and solutions for India. In AIF’s 
journey 2007 was a watershed year as our capacity to 
responsibly deploy funds leapfrogged beyond our capac-
ity to raise funds. In 2008 AIF went through a rigorous 
impact analysis of our portfolio and decided to deepen 
our programs and increase the scale for some of them by 
directly getting involved in program management. These 
selected programs became our signature programs. They 
work in multiple geographies with multiple partners at 
significant scale to have sector-wide influence, have a 
common monitoring system with common corporate 
indicators, and a well-defined advocacy agenda. This was 
a significant transition for a country as large and diverse 
as India and a foundation as small as AIF, but we have 
succeeded with flying colors. 

I feel strongly that in moving from a relief organization 
to a welfare organization and then ultimately to a strate-
gic philanthropy organization, AIF has defied expecta-
tions. 

                             (Continued on page 3)
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PARTNERSHIPS 
( January - April 2011)

In the drought-prone Nuapada district in 
western Orissa, often referred to as one 
of the most “backward” regions of India, 
where nearly 80% live below the poverty 
line, smiles are infectious – and abun-
dant. Equally abundant is a vibrant folk 
artistic tradition that dates back 2,500 
years to the time of the Mahabharata con-
sisting of a treasure chest of music, song, 
and dance that embody the heartbeat of 
the Oriyan people – colorful, energetic, 
alluring, and rhythmic. The vast tradition 
serves as a unifying force that transcends 
the often divisive caste, creed, sectar-
ian, and religious boundaries, especially 
on festive occasions when the tradition 
comes most alive by involving all mem-
bers of society.

AIF has been working in Orissa since 
2003 to address the widespread problem 
of seasonal distress rural migration and 

its effect on the education of child mi-
grants, who are forced to both drop out of 
school and toil in the fields. AIF’s Learn-
ing and Migration Program (LAMP) 
provides child migrants with access to a 
continuous, high-quality education, em-
powering youth with the necessary skills 
to develop and follow their career aspira-
tions. Working in close collaboration with 
local NGO partner Lokadrusti, LAMP has 
evolved to a community empowerment 
model where local youth are trained to 
become community leaders and agents 
of change, often serving as LAMP teach-
ers themselves.

In an effort to further the leadership po-
tential of youth and deepen the positive 
change in these communities, AIF de-
signed a special workshop by drawing on 
its talented 2010-11 Clinton Fellowship 
for Service in India class.  

MATCH YOUR GIFT TO AIF

Organization Amount Area Purpose

LIVELIHOOD

Berojgar Mahila Seva Samiti (BMSS) $24,814 Chhattisgarh To train 325 disabled youth, place at least 70% of them in relevant jobs, and 
ensure linkages with employers.

Child Survival India $5,890 Delhi To train 75 disabled youth, place at least 75% of them in relevant jobs, and ensure 
linkages with employers.

National Association for the Blind $18,360 Delhi To train 100 visually impared women and place at least 75% of them in relevant 
jobs, develop curriculum, and explore suitable jobs for the visually impared. 

Noida Deaf Society $31,911 Uttar Pradesh To train 200 hearing impared individuals, and place at least 75% of them in rel-
evant jobs, and explore  2 industries for job mapping for the hearing impared. 

PUBLIC HEALTH

Society for Education & Research 
in Community Health (SEARCH) $84,058 Maharashtra

To streamline the Home Based Mother Newborn and Child Care services provided 
with technical assistance from SEARCH for the MANSI program, which will directly 
reach over 23,000 women and children.

Tata Steel Rural Development Society $195,098 Jharkhand
To strengthen and continue the work of the MANSI program, which will directly 
reach over 23,000 women and children.

Matching Gifts are an easy way to double or even triple your gift to AIF! 

Please check with your employer to see if your gift can be matched through 
a company matching gift program. 

You can contact us at workplacegiving@aif.org.

It’s easy to apply. Help us make AIF’s vision of social and economic change 
for the marginalized in India a reality. 

(Continued on page 2)
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From the moment I arrived at Delhi’s Indira Gandhi International Air-
port, everything was difficult. The India I experienced was frustrating, 
unkind and challenged me in every conceivable way. I did not know 
then that my AIF experience would be a profound opportunity for 
growth, that I would learn humility, dedication to service and persis-
tence in the face of obstacles.

In the beginning, the New York consultant-type in me kept seeing days 
slip by on a 10-month deadline.  But a service fellowship is not a con-
sulting agreement. Before doing any “work” I had to prove myself as 
a person. Thus, the most important lesson of this fellowship is to step 
back, slow down and observe.  No one is expecting anything from you, 
except that you make the fullest effort to get to know them.
 
My second lesson was that life-long learning is essential to leadership. 
Organizations in the developing world allow anyone with any capacity 

to come forward and do as much as they are willing to. The great beauty 
of the AIF fellowship is that it gives Americans a structured opportuni-
ty in which to try our skills. As leaders, we work at our limits, and over 
time, our capacities increase. One day we find ourselves unfazed by 
rickshaw drivers, street food and government bureaucrats. I’m grateful 
to the Saath staff for encouraging me to work within my abilities, to 
always look for solutions and never be discouraged by obstacles.

The next great lesson was that it’s not always easy to “serve.” AIF 
matches fellows and NGOs by aligning competencies with needs.  My 
competencies qualified me to work at Saath’s offices, but in the field, 
things were different. Though I had expected to go to India and help 
people, the truth is, I learned more from the ladies of Saath’s Vasna 
field office than I could have ever expected to offer.  I am humbled and 
awed by the dedication of the men and women I worked with.

Perhaps the most difficult lesson was to ask for and accept help from 
others. The problems in India are too complex and too subtle for 
canned solutions. I learned to balance practicality and idealism from 
mentors who had used both to effect change. The dedicated staff of the 
AIF India office advised me throughout all stages of my project, and my 
fellow Fellows compounded my learning with their own diverse experi-
ences. Through them, I came to know many Indias. I left India with 
a fuller appreciation for the challenges and potential of development 
programs, with patience, humility and persistence, and with a deep 
respect for the modern nation in this ancient culture.

If I had one piece of advice for a fellow today, it would be to yield to 
India. Our world so far has been structured and organized, and we 
find the chaos intractable at times. It is within this chaos that India’s 
great beauty lies, for when there are no rules anything is possible.  I’m 
grateful to AIF for this experience, and it is my fervent wish that one 
day, I will be able to support another young American to become an 
AIF Fellow.

AIF Clinton Fellowship Alum Meghna Shah (Class of 2009-10) at Midpoint 2010, Kerala. 
Photo: April Yee.

Mehr Singh isn’t your typical high school sophomore. Two sum-
mers ago, while her friends at the Latin School of Chicago were 
enjoying a carefree holiday filled with swimming and hanging out, 
Mehr Singh was volunteering in AIF’s Adobe Youth Voices program 
at Akshay Prathisthan, a DE school that caters to marginalized and 
differently-abled youth in Delhi. From a young age, Mehr has had 
a strong desire to work with kids who weren’t born into the same 
privileges she’s had.

This desire has taken her to schools around the world where Mehr 
has quickly pinpointed a common problem: students lack the ac-
cess to even basic art supplies.  “I was in China working at a school 
when I noticed that the students hardly had the opportunity to draw 
or paint. All they did was study Science, Math, and English. One 
day, I was drawing on a chalk board at lunch and a few students 
came up to me and started imitating my drawings. Soon, a large 
group of students had gathered and were drawing all over the place. 
I realized then that there was so much artistic talent in this group of 
kids but they didn’t have an opportunity to develop that talent.” 

Believing that every child has a creative side, but that many children 
around the world don’t get to explore it, Mehr was eager to address 
this concern.  After six months of planning and with the support 
of her parents, classmates and teachers, Mehr established the ACE 
Foundation, an organization that raises funds through art for art. 
The organization aspires to help students learn and understand the 
benefits and joys of art in under-resourced schools in South Africa 
and India, and raises funds through selling student artwork in the 
United States.  “I knew I wanted to make art more accessible in 
the schools, and my teachers told me that if I got other students 
involved we’d be able to make a bigger impact. I started talking to 
my classmates about my idea and soon kids I’d never talked to were 

donating art to my cause.” 

Three months after her launching her website, 
Mehra came to India in March to donate her first 
check of $750 to AIF. The money is specifically ear-
marked for art supplies at three DE schools in Del-
hi, and during her trip Mehr visited the students 
whose lives she hopes to impact.  “These kids are 
so talented,” she remarked of the students at Chan-
dra Arya School in East of Kailash. The students 
express a desire for better quality paper, crayons, 
paints and brushes. Some want to experiment with 
new materials like charcoals and clay. One thing is 
clear: they are excited to explore new art materials.  

A keen art student herself, Mehr believes that hav-
ing access to the Arts is extremely important for 
one’s education. “Not only does it allow students to 
have fun and escape from the hardships they may 
be facing at home, but art also allows kids to build 
their creativity, which they can use in all areas of 

their lives.”

It is her hope that as the ACE Foundation grows, not 
only can schools like AIF’s DE schools have regular access to ba-
sic art supplies, but that those children who are interested in the 
arts have a channel where they can nurture their talent and perhaps 
even become artists themselves one day.

In the meantime, DE school children’s creative juices will continue 
to flow thanks to Mehr’s vision and generous donation. 

To learn more about Mehr’s organization, the ACE Foundation, please 
visit http://theacefoundation.com/.
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ART FOR A BETTER TOMORROW: 
CHICAGO TEEN DONATES TO AIF’S DE SCHOOLS

Mehr Singh (center) at the Akshay school in Delhi with a few of the program’s students.

A WORD FROM THE CEO (continued)

CLINTON FELLOWS IN ORISSA (continued)

(Continued from page 1) This shift for organiza-
tions usually takes a minimum of thirty or forty 
years; AIF has made this transition in just one 
decade. 

Nonetheless, the challenge moving forward 
will be maintaining this level of excellence. In 
addition to signature programs, a well defined 
agenda and parameters for innovation should 
be identified. Ideally, as our board has recom-
mended, spending twenty percent of our energy 
and resources on innovation programs while 
maintaining an eighty percent focus on our sig-
nature programs should be  the target that will 

keep existing programs strong while preserving 
AIF’s visionary nature. Additionally, it is neces-
sary that we improve our fundraising in India 
and become an organization that is less depen-
dent on event based fundraising.  Yet, given our 
track record, I’m sure that we’ll meet these chal-
lenges head-on and reach our goals.   

I feel extremely privileged to have served as the 
CEO for the last three years and to have inter-
acted with the U.S. family of AIF – the board 
of directors, the trustees, ambassadors, staff, 
young professionals, Clinton Fellows, and all 
the supporters. With the hope that together we 

can all be a part of the movement which will 
help the marginalized in India, and create rep-
licable models of inclusive development which 
can contribute to the journey of human aspira-
tion and development the world over, I thank 
you all. 

TO ENJOY THE PRIVILEGE, YOU’VE GOT TO 
BE ABLE TO BE PART OF THE JOURNEY…

Sincerely, 

Sanjay Sinho

Delhi-based Fellows Marielle Amrhein, Co-
lumbia University graduate and social justice 
educator with deep expertise in youth devel-
opment and dance and theatre pedagogy, and 
Jessica Ré Phillips, a Stanford graduate who 
has travelled internationally as a singer in ma-
jor theatrical productions, designed an inten-
sive four-day workshop for twenty local youth 
consisting of LAMP teachers and community 
leaders from Girls’ Youth Collectives.

This highly interactive student-centered work-
shop utilized the arts as a tool to address local 
problems related to poverty. The workshop, 
held March 3 – 6, fostered the leadership po-
tential of youth to take active roles in creating 
change in their communities through critical 
and creative interaction around social issues. 
When Marielle and Ré first entered the 
Lokadrusti Community Center, the young 
men were sitting together as a group on one 
side of the room, with the young women on 
the other side of the room. Introductory activ-
ities were met with shyness, and efforts to in-
tegrate the males and females proved elusive. 
These cultural dynamics represented both the 
challenge and seed of opportunity for trans-
formation. 

Fortunately, Marielle developed a curriculum 
that could provide a supportive environment 
for personal expression and relate directly to 
the participants’ lives. “The traditional Oriyan 

art forms are part of the 
daily life of Oriyans – 
inseparable from their 
identity and way of 
living,” reflects Mari-
elle. “They can thus be 
utilized as pedagogical 
empowerment tools to 
engage with and reflect 
upon the challenges 
they face in their every-
day life. Performing, 
singing, and dancing 
in the tradition is not 
reserved to a ‘cultural 
elite’; everyone par-
ticipates. Therefore, 
through song and 
dance the youth are 

able to build self-esteem and confidence in ex-
pressing oneself and formulating a vision for 
the future.” The Fellows combined the use of 
these forms with contemporary artistic forms 
from around the world – including jazz, break 
dancing, and salsa – opening the door to new 
possibilities and freeing the imagination to 
envision a future that the youth themselves 
can shape.

On the second day, the participants selected 
four social issues that served as the themes 
of the workshop – gender, education, health, 
and water. The Fellows helped participants 
explore the root causes of these issues and 
their interconnectivity, and enabled them to 
develop innovative steps to implementing 
solutions. One of the most powerful sessions 
of the workshop came during the Gender 
Panels, in which Marielle and Ré facilitated 
a discussion that focused on the advantages 
and disadvantages of being a man or woman. 
A telling moment came when Arif Muham-
mad, a twenty-two year old LAMP teacher, 
strongly expressed his conviction to “give 
girls more freedom.” The young women also 
expressed their difficulty in being locked into 
traditional family roles with no opportunity 
to pursue a life like their male counterparts. 
Following the panels, the persistent issue of 
gender inequity was discussed openly among 
the group, with Marielle leading an exercise 

in which each gender expressed their appre-
ciation for the other and talked about tangible 
actions they could take to eliminate gender 
discrimination. 

Although the workshop curriculum drew on 
a number of branches in educational theory, 
it was designed specifically to generate rather 
than teach content. “Rather than come in as 
experts with knowledge to be passed down 
about social issues and poverty,” says Ré, “we 
utilized the creative arts as a means to em-
power the participants to identify the prob-
lems that are important in their own lives, 
and then provided tools with which they could 
design solutions to these problems.”  A mere 
three days into the workshop, the young men 
and women were talking, collaborating, and 
even dancing alongside one another. “This 
is probably the first time we’ve ever seen 
young men and women interact like this,” re-
marked Prabhu, LAMP Program Manager at 
Lokadrusti. 

The event closed with a performance of the 
United States civil rights anthem, “We Shall 
Overcome,” led by Ré and sung by the whole 
group in English, Hindi, and Oriya – a fit-
ting tribute to the power of song in liberat-
ing and empowering populations across the 
globe from oppressive conditions. “We need 
more programs like this,” remarked Mani. 
“Dance and song can be used to solve many 
of our problems.” Reflecting upon the experi-
ence, Marielle says, “The true success of this 
workshop lies in the talent and motivation of 
the participants – in a word, they are simply 
brilliant!” 

Based on the great successes of this pilot work-
shop, Marielle and Ré will be customizing the 
curriculum and bringing the workshop to LAMP 
communities in Kutch, Gujarat and Patna, Bi-
har in Spring 2011. For the Fellows’ perspective 
on this experience, please visit the AIF Clinton 
Fellowship blog at www.aifclintonfellowship.org/
blog.

AIF is grateful for the tremendous work and long-
time support of NGO partner Lokadrusti in mak-
ing this workshop possible and successful.
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AIF LAMP instructor Arif Muhammad and workshop participant Mitun Tanda energeti-
cally convey workshop themes through dance. (photo credit Drew Foxman)

Mehr with AIF CEO Dr. Sanjay Sinho (center) and Swati Jha, AIF DE Program Man-
ager (right).


