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VERY MORNING from 8-9:30
a.m. and every evening from
5-6:30 p.m., the residents of
villages in the Bastardistrictof
Chhattisgarhareaudiencetoa
special programme on the Amcho Bastar
radio channel, This community radio
channel was launched in June 2020
under the larger initiative of Padhai
Tuhar Dwar of the Chhattisgarh state
government. One of the primary objec-
tives of the Amcho Bastar community
radio is to impart school learning mod-
ules toyoung students in thevillageswho
have been unable toattend schools owing
to the Covid-12 pandemic, Bastarisan
aspirational district in the red corridor
facing multiple geographical and socio-
economic constraints. However, through
the firm resolve of the district adminis-
tration, the radio programme which ini-
tially reached out to three panchayats
has now spread to over 100 panchayats,
ensuring access to learning material for
hundreds of students.

Schools are not just centres of learn-
ing for young children, but also vital to
their social growth and cognitive devel-
opment. The Covid-19 pandemic
brought about a severe disruption in the
education system, especially in rural
India. While schools and teachers in
urbanareas began a staggered transition
toan online mode of classes, this was not
easily achievable in many of the remote
aspirational districts of India. In spite of
limited internet facilities and digital
tools, schools, teachers and parentsaided
by district administrations displayed
tremendous resilience, adopting unique
innovations to ensure the continuity of
classes for students.

[n another successful endeavour of
the Padhai Tuhar Dwar initiative, aspira-
tional district Rajnandgaon in Chhattis-
garh organised mohalla classes for stu-
dents living in far-flung areas with poor
internet connectivity. Observing com-
plete safety protocol, mohalla classes are
carried out invillages close to the homes
of young students, With the combined
efforts of teachers and the district
administration, the concept of mohalla
classes is making sure that those stu-
dents who don't have access to online
classes can continue to attend lessons.

Hundreds of miles away from Raj-
nandgaon, on the banks of the Thelum
River, a similar initiative was spear-
headed by aspirational district Bara-
muilla in Jammu & Kashmir. Volunteer-
driven open air community classes, in
adherencewith social distancing norms,
were conducted in villages in various
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shifts to coveras many stu-
dents as possible. The ini-
tiative reached out to over
30,000 students in the
district with the support of
Panchayati Raj Institu-
tions as well as several
teachers who volunteered
to conduct classes. This
fortified the efforts of the
administration to provide
continuous lessons.

The state of Tharkhand,
which is home to 16 aspi-
rational districts and a
rural tribal population that
constitutes almost 26% of
its total population, wit-
nessed commendable efforts by various
districts to ensure continuity of classes
for school students. In the district of
Gumla, doorstep delivery of school books
and other study material has been facili-
tated by the district ad ministration.

In remote and rural
areas, the concept
of open schooling
with more flexible
academic rules can
go along way in
addressing
concerns of high
dropout rates, low
attendance, limited
infrastructure, etc

Awonderful and inspira-
tional instance of trans-
forming adversity to oppor-
tunity emerged from the
aspirational district Dumka.
In thevillage of Dumarthar,
school teachers have helped
paint blackboards on the
outer walls of students’
homes. Every morning, the
local school principal con-
ducts lessons with a hand-
held loudspeaker, while stu-
dents take down notes on
their personal blackboards.

In spite of facing devel-
opmental roadblocks espe-
cially pertaining to digital
connectivity, districts in [harkhand have
been making concerted efforts to defeat
these constraints. The District Education
Departmentof aspirational district Ram-
garh introduced the Lockdown E-
Pathshala. Apart from familiarising

teachers with digital education tools in
the new normal, the platform dissemi-
nates study material to students through
its YouTube channel. The Lockdown E-
Pathshala initiative is also being broad-
cast through local television channels to
reach a larger number of students. The
two-pronged approach aims at capacity
building forexisting teachers and educa-
tors as well as ensuring consistency of
classes at the elementary level. Ramgarh
district administration is also in the
process of setting up a low-cost studio
infrastructure to record noise-free digi-
tal content for students.

A home is a child's first school, and
parents are essential to a child'’s educa-
tional journey. Keeping this tenet in
mind, the administration of aspirational
district Gealpara in Assam started the
Smart Papa, Smarter Mamas pro-
gramme. Parents in Goalpara are being
encouraged to take ownership of their
children’s education by participating in
the campaign. Mothers of students are
actively engaging with teachers to track
their child's educational progress. The
campaign has helped in controlling
school dropout rates considerably.

Meanwhile, the central government
along with the Ministry of Education is
working relentlessly to bridge the digital
divide. The PM eVIDYA initiative is a
remarkable example of an umbrella pro-
ject to provide impetus to
digital/online/on-air education and
enable multi-mode access to education.
DIKSHA, the knowledge-sharing platform
jointly developed by NCERT and the Min-
istry of Education, is also a crucial tool
being leveraged across states and Union
territories by students as well as teachers.
SWAYAM is another example of the per-
sistentefforts of the government of India
toenable equitable access toguality teach-
ing and learning resources to the most
underprivileged sections of society.In a
path-breaking step, the Prasar Bharatiina
Mol with the Ministry of Electronics and
Information Technology has made 51
educational TV channels with content
from Swayam Prabha, e-Vidva and
DigiShala available to households across
India. These channels, which will be avail-
able as free of cost DD co-branded chan-
nels,markanimportant endeavourby the
Union government to include students
from remote areas into the ambitof main-
stream education. The recently
announced National Education Policyalso
identifies equitable use of and access to
technology for digital education as a key
focus area. Various pilot studies are in
progress to assess the benefits of online
educationaswellas tochartout aroadmap
todiminish the digital divide. The govern-
ment remains strongly committed to its
goalofeducation foralland thesearesome
of the many steadfast steps directed
towards achieving this goal.

Thereis also immense scope for devel-
opingalternative models of educationin
India, which can be utilised well to sup-
plement the formal systemof education.
The 2020 Covid-19 crisis has highlighted
the need to disrupt existing norms and
innovate. In remote and rural aveas, the
concept of open schooling with more
flexible academic rules can goalong way
in addressing concerns of high dropout
rates, low attendance and limited infra-
structure. Such models of alternative
education will also support vocational
training and skill development in the
aspirational districts of India.

Education is one of the most impor-
tant drivers of the socio-economic pros-
perity and stability of a self-reliant India.
The 112 aspirational districts face severe
developmental challenges to equitable
education, which have only been inten-
sified by the pandemic. However, the
cumulative efforts of district adminis-
trations, schools, teachers, parents and
studentsacross the aspirational districts
to effectively respond to the Covid-19
crisis are truly laudable. By placing the
continuity of school education at the
centre of their reconstruction efforts, the
aspirational districts have successfully
leveraged technology aswell as commu-
nity participation and partnerships to
ensure that no student is deprived of the
joy of learning.




