Student Name: Maher Adoni -- Winner (High School Cohort)
Grade During 2019-2020 Academic Year:11%® Grade

Hometown: Champaign, IL

The Democratization of Rural Indian Education

"True education must correspond to the surrounding circumstances or it is not a healthy

growth." — Mahatma Gandhi

I... INTRODUCTION

My grandmother is the headmaster of Jawahar English Medium school in Guntur, Andhra
Pradesh. The school hosts kids from lower primary to high secondary school. Every morning,
kids from across the district come to the building—comprised of three stories right above my
grandmother’s house—and walk upstairs up to the teachers, boards, worksheets and lessons
waiting for them.

I had a unique perspective growing up. My family has been quick to take advantage of
my summers off ever since I was a kid. I would be free from the “rigors” of grade school-—and
then I would be swept off to India to visit, and end up spending summer observing school there
anyways—and I came to observe things. There would be the kids entering the school walking
barefoot, with dusted-up uniforms. I overheard working-class families in my grandmother’s
office—tearfully explaining why they couldn’t pay tuition.

They were located in rural areas, with a near-nonexistent system of schools. These
families wanted to secure the best future possible for their children, because where they were, it
wasn’t available. My grandmother would waive the tuition. But my mind always wandered to
those across the country in the same situation, with nowhere to turn to.

How could they get the education they deserve?

And how can we help?
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| THE NEED TO DEMOCRATIZE EDUCATION

I firmly believe that the most significant issue facing India today is the fact that the
ability to access and utilize a fulfilling, modern education 1s increasingly out of reach of the
rural/working class. Education in India is not democratized. The playing field 1s skewed, and
those in rural India are suffering.

The Parliament of India enacted the Right to Education Act in 2009, declaring that every
child of the age of 6 to 14 has the right to a free education. And yes, that seemed like a great step
forward. But a decade later, the RTE Act hasn’t resulted 1n a better education environment for
all. In an annual Status of Education report, it was reported that over 50% of rural students in the
fifth standard can’t solve basic mathematical processes. The Aser Center of India conducted a
study of 30,000 rural youth, and found that in two separate groups of 14-year-old and 18-year-
old students, over 40% in each age cohort couldn’t read a basic English sentence. What exactly 1s
causing these deficits in the rural school system?

According to the team behind Education Growth Summit (a forum for discussing Indian
education reform), there are a handful of deep-rooted 1ssues with the Indian education system
that explain these stats.

“The problems range from lack of funds necessary to establish educational institutions,
primarily in rural areas, to a low standard of education... The worst offender of all, however, 1s
the pitiful infrastructure of the schools...”

The majority of rural schools are working off of a meager budget, cutting every corner
they can to save money. That produces a domino effect—because the money is so scarce, the
infrastructure suffers as a result. In 2018, 53% of government schools had electricity, and only
28% had access to a computer—which means a whole lot of rural schools will miss out on the
modern digital education revolution.

What can the U.S. do to help? And what can the IPA do to target Indian-American
philanthropy? What are our next steps?

“If yvou want to change the world, be that change.” — Mahatma Gandhi












