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FOREWORD
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In India, several large-scale studies reveal that a significant percentage of our young children fail to 
achieve basic reading levels. The incidence is higher within poor families, marginalized communities 
with poor access to schools or poor quality of learning in the schools. Persistent socio-economic 
disadvantage also has a negative impact on the life outcomes of many children. School readiness 
reflects a child’sability to succeed both academically and socially in a school environment. It requires 
physical well-being and appropriate motor development, emotional health and a positive approach to 
new experiences, age-appropriate language skills, and age-appropriate cognitive skills. On the 
contrary, the separation of real world application and school is the biggest issue. 

Large proportions of Indian children grow up with little or no access to contextual learning material in 
their own native languages. Classroom pedagogies and teaching methodologies adopted in schools do 
not acknowledge the diversity that children bring to the classrooms spaces. A child-centered methodol-
ogy is absent on a large scale in the system of Indian schooling. 

Despite 72 years of Independence and the implementation of the Right to Free and Compulsory 
Education Act (RTE) of 2009, the nation still sees children face discrimination on grounds of caste and 
gender aspects. Children should stay in school to attain basic-secondary level skills required for the 
current economy. In other words, it helps an individual through every phase of her life. Going to school 
equips a person to solve problems using acquired knowledge, allowing one to pursue any career of her 
choice. It is important to not only provide access, but also ensure that marginalized children stay in 
school. Despite initiatives to welcome children back to school, six million children remain out of school, 
and two out of every five children drop out at elementary level. The numbers are much higher among 
disadvantaged communities. Lower learning outcomes from historically marginalized communities are 
prominent, also due to discrimination and poor facilities in schools. 

Kshamtalaya Foundation, initiated in 2016, a not for profit organization is committed to reimagining 
educational structure and practices within local schools and communities. We realise the current 
education system and their circumstances have rendered a lot of classroom learning obsolete and 
irrelevant. The work that we propose is aimed at establishing the significance of entrepreneurship in 
the lives of students and the community owning this agenda of learning. Through the Learning 
Festivals (LFs) we hope to co-create spaces within schools and local communities that encourage 
students and youth to become self- directed and life-long learners. The LFs are a way to demonstrate 
the processes and needs experiential and contextual learning for schools and the local communities. 
The festival is a medium through which we aim to begin a dialogue with all stakeholders including 
children, on what they need to realise their full potential. We also believe that the schools have progres-
sively alienated from the changing community over the last many years. The wider the gap between 
the real world and schools, the more difficult it is to create a learning system that is in tune with the 
needs of the current scenario. We wish to create spaces that are open and welcoming of dialogues 
between groups of people interested in their student’s learning and betterment of their own communi-
ty.



Jatan Sansthan, our partner is a grassroots NGO, working with the rural population in select districts of 
Rajasthan. In the past eighteen years, Jatan has worked on programs for the betterment of young 
people, women, children, elected representatives and marginalized communities.

Kotra Aadivasi Sansthan – As a response to the foresaid, a mass based people’s organization promoted 
by Astha called Adivasi Vikaas Manch or the Tribal Development Forum, gradually came into being. 
When the work area as well as participation of people in this organization started increasing, a pressing 
need of establishing a support organization of the tribal people in the area was felt in October 1998. 
Setting up of the Kotra Adivasi Sansthan (KAS) or the Association of the Kotra Tribes was a response to 
this need. Since then KAS has been functioning as a support organization to strengthen and sustain the 
people’s organizations in the Kotra block of Udaipur district, and other tribal areas nearby. KAS is 
fundamentally a people centered organization. The key element of its working strategy is operating 
through people’s institutions at the village level and taking up village level development issues. Present-
ly, KAS is working towards enrolling children who have dropped out, back into school. They are also 
ensuring that the already enrolled children get quality education by spreading awareness about the 
same through village level meetings, forming and institutionalizing the SMCs among others. They also 
work with children between ages of 15-18 by orienting them on life skills. Alongside, they have 
partnered with various organizations working on education at the state level.
 
This publication illustrates our efforts in re-imagining the learning spaces within the schools and 
communities so as to revive the spirit of learning.
In the course of this document, we elucidate ways and actions through which we hope to revive the 
spirit of learning. The document will illustrate pathways that the Learning Festival will travel to work 
with local communities, across geographies, to create, actualize and build ownership towards a 
common agenda for learning for their students. Many initiatives in our nation today are working 
towards equality, peace and justice. In the education sector, we see motivated individuals and organiza-
tions committed to work for the media-dark geographies, urban poor and some specifically to girls, 
giving them all the opportunity to learn. We are here, learning and working together to help students 
and their families realize the significance of learning. With a systemic approach, the LF is an exercise in 
reimagining a better future for children and their communities.
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COLLABORATION
AS AN APPROACH
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In this cycle of the Learning Festival, Kshamtalaya Foundation collaborated with Jatan Sansthan and 
Kotra Adivasi Sansthan- two organizations that showed a deep interest in taking the Learning Festival 
(LF) to the far reaches of Kotra and Gogunda. The organizations that we collaborated with brought 
to the table great insight and critical support in carrying out the LF and to them, the LF was 
beneficial in terms of mobilizing and engaging communities on serious issues at hand. Collaboration 
this season was a win-win situation for us all.
 
Why must we collaborate? Moreover, why is it critical that in spaces like education collaboration is 
critical? The world of science, arts and business has validated the importance of collective intelligence 
in successfully creating and running programs. In the same way for a system as complex as education 
with myriad structures, bringing together people and organizations with similar goals is essential to 
navigate it and make advances. 

Organizations working in education are constantly reinventing the wheel whereas with collaboration 
time could be saved and better projects could be built on the experiences and advances made by 
another organization. Among disadvantaged communities, too many projects work independently 
often without letting other projects, or even the Government services, know what they are doing. 
Work plans and reports are not circulated, and there is no attempt to meet to coordinate activities. 
The local communities are left confused and inevitably are at the receiving end of these continuous 
yet similar interventions. 
In contrast to non profits focused on boosting their organizational efficiency and effectiveness, many 
non profits embrace collaboration as a way to leverage their own efforts to achieve broader systems 
change. Such an approach, when executed successfully, allows the collaborating organizations to 
experiment with different solutions to a problem in pursuit of social and systems change, and to 
position their activities and efforts relative to and in conjunction with other players.
 
For this edition of LF, Kshamtalaya collaborated with Jatan Sansthan and Kotra Adivasi Sansthan. Each 
of these organizations brought in their expertise and knowledge, enhancing everyone’s decision-mak-
ing ability. The co ordination entailed formal relationships around our programs and efforts. 
Organizational resources were made available to partner organizations. This partnership focused on 
change beyond organizational boundaries, in the hope that by collaborating we can create greater 
social and systems change than would be possible by any individual organization working alone. 

The complexity and magnitude of the social, political and economic challenges facing our 21st 
century world are at unprecedented levels. These challenges cannot be tackled alone. Moving the 
needle requires concerted, collaborative action. To that end, we focused on how to best work 
together to create real, significant social impact. This has resulted in organizational efficiency and 
effectiveness.  



LF APPROACH
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Kshamtalaya believes there is immense scope in working with the marginalized communities and 
with the current education system to help realise the full potential of children and young adults. They 
can become curious and capable adults who can take initiative, solve problems and bring about 
change. Schools can once again become spaces to explore what you feel, think, imagine and do. We 
firmly believe that schools in every local community can become spaces for exchange of knowledge, 
creativity and constant dialogue. The existing learning systems need to be reoriented to help children 
be in touch with their own selves and create agency to creatively respond to fast changing environ-
ment.
 
Kshamtalaya Foundation, initiated in 2016, a not for profit organization is committed to reimagining 
educational structure and practices within local communities. We realise the current education system 
and their circumstances, have rendered a lot of classroom learning obsolete and irrelevant. The work 
that we propose is aimed at establishing the significance of learning in the lives of children and the 
community owning this agenda of learning. Through the Learning Festivals (LFs) we hope to 
co-create spaces within schools and local communities that encourage children and youth to become 
self- directed and life-long learners. The LFs are a way to demonstrate a revival of the spirit of 
learning for schools and the local communities. The vision is to build environments that facilitate ‘Joy 
of Learning’ that allow children to assimilate and reinforce positive ways of learning. The festival is a 
medium through which we aim to begin a dialogue on what a child needs best for her learning 
potential to be achieved.
 
In the course of this document, we elucidate ways and actions through which we hope to revive the 
spirit of learning. The document will illustrate pathways that the Learning Festival travelled to work 
with local communities, across geographies of Kotra and Gogunda, blocks of the district of Udaipur, 
to create, actualize and build ownership towards a common agenda for learning for their children.
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Joyful Learning
The environment in the learning space will uphold the value of learning with happiness, encourage-

ment and fun. This will motivate children to come to school with a purpose to learn.

Equality of Opportunities and Choices
All learners participating in the LF are given equal opportunities to learn, be heard and listened to 
carefully. No child/parent/teacher will be discriminated or favored excessively on gender/race/cast/-

class. 

Collaboration
It is an integral value that stems from the idea that we are truly interdependent. Collaboration leverag-
es the interdependence of each other. Collaboration in LF is fundamental beginning by involving the 
parents, teachers and the government in an attempt to re-imagine learning within communities and 

schools.

The facilitators began with a dialogue with the community, through a set of guided 
questions to understand the community’s perception of the current status of learning 
in the local schools. They then went on to explain the process of the learning festivals. 
Once their responses were collected through audio recordings, the team sat together 
to collate the same and represent the needs and expectations of how learning 
happens within schools.
The next stage involved drafting a letter of permission to the District and Block 
Elementary Education Officers, that would act as a permit to use the government 
school spaces for the Learning Festivals. To build a vision of reviving a spirit of learning 
together, we met and presented the idea of the LF to other NGOs working within 
schools in the area.
  
Along with the on boarded organizations – Jatan Sansthan and Kotra Adivasi 
Sansthan, we visited the schools where the festivals were to take place and submitted 
the letter from the District and Block Elementary Education Officers to the school 
leaders. We presented the model of the festival to the teachers, documented the 
discussions and got the same approved by the participants of the meetings.
 
From presenting the LF model, identification of venue and functional details of the 
event, to collecting contributions from the community and the division of roles and 
responsibilities between the various stakeholders; all this helped in laying the founda-
tion for a community owned approach.

The LFs were facilitated by the facilitators of Kshamtalaya, Jatan Sansthan and Kotra 
Aadivasi Sansthan. Regular meetings and reflection sessions helped them in evaluat-
ing their own plans and to align with the overarching goal – helping every child 
realize their true potential and to revive the spirit of learning in the community. On 
the last day of the LF, the fellows facilitated discussions with the community (parents, 
teachers and children) which helped in building a common understanding on the 
relevance of schools as learning spaces.
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SIMULATION
OF THE
LEARNING FESTIVAL
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The organization and facilitation of LF requires unlearning and relearning ways of being. It most 
definitely requires a shift in mindset and attitudes with regards to working with children and local 
communities. It also requires understanding the 6-day format and skilling oneself to deliver on various 
aspects, which would render the LF a success.

The training of the community facilitators was undertaken by Kshamtalaya in a manner that was 
experiential, focusing on their own transformation. This in turn helped them deliver and work on the 
transformation of children, teachers, schools and communities. It was aptly named the ‘Kshamta Utsav’ 
in keeping with catalysing skilling processes of the community facilitators.

It was conducted as a 3-day format, simulating the days of LF on the ground. They were facilitated to 
organize the festival starting from meeting and dialoguing with the local communities, the teachers, 
the children, organizing the learning studios, hosting the final day celebration with the local communi-
ties and re-engaging in a dialogue post the LF with all stakeholders.
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Mandwa’s nights and children

The LF ran in two batches in Mandwa. The morning batch took place in the 
school ground and the evening batch took place in the Panchayat Bhavan. The 
children created a model on ‘my ideal Mandwa’ which had neat roads and 
electric poles. The LF setup gave a great start for the panchayat bhavan to play 
as a learning centre set-up. The night festival witnessed the participation of at 
least 60 children.

Demanding a Learning center

The children and youth of Jher community on the last day of the learning 
festival drafted a letter to the Sarpanch requesting for a community space to 
begin a learning center. Here they will be continuing to work on the mediums 
of learning introduced to them. A youth from the village claimed, “I had never 
had this much fun at school before. I wish I could continue working on the 
electronics models and stitching bags every day. I will go to the center 
everyday if it starts in my village.”

A huge turnout at Sulav

The learning festival in Sulaav saw a participation of more than 250 members 
including the community and the children of the school. The final day saw 5 
productions, some of which were based on issues of alcoholism and child 
marriage put up by children through puppetry, music and issue-posters. The 
participation included the sarpanch, wardpanch and the youth of the communi-
ty. They addressed the gathering by congratulating the children on their 
performance and gave them words of encouragement. 

Teacher as a facilitator in Motavida

With support from the fellow Naresh the teacher facilitated the puppet studio. 
He worked with children by seating them in a circle and conducted all the 
activities in the studio. Fellow Naresh claimed that the setup focused on the 
children. The teacher was present on all the festival days. The school is an 
upper primary school in the village of Motavida situated in Gogunda Block. 

Modi’s retired teacher returns

Unaware of the happenings of the LF, a retired 
teacher from the school at Modi, posed as a 
hindrance to the children initially. When he 
witnessed the last day’s productions that were 
put up by the children he personally came up 
to the fellows and congratulated them on their 
festival journey. He apologized to the team 
and the children for not attempting to 
understand their work. He interacted with 
them to know more about the work being 
done and expressed his interests in working 
together to set up a learning centre in Modi. 

Yuva manch helped the children munch

When the festivals in Gogunda were taking place 
during the vacation, the children did not get their 
mid-day meals. This worried the fellows so they 
reached out to the youth group in Gogunda. 
Immediately believing in providing a conducive 
and healthy learning environment for children, 
they promised and delivered food and snacks for 
the children for two weeks daily. Dinesh, one of 
the representatives said that, “Your passion to 
work with the children of Gogunda has really 
inspired us and we want to contribute in some 
way to collaborate with you.” 

SNEAK PEEK

The festival knows no boundaries

The Learning Festival is a celebration, a spirit that knows no boundaries. Due 
to a feud in the village, the community did not turn up at the school to witness 
the learning festival. So, the team of facilitators in Bikarni took the studios to 
every nook and corner of the village. “We ran the studios outside the chai ka 
dukaan, in the jeep stand, in front of the shops and were able to reach at least 
a 100 community members,” exclaimed Manish a facilitator part of the Bikarni 
LF team. 

30 not out

Mokhi, in Gogunda consists anywhere between 250-300 households spread 
out in different hamlets. It becomes difficult for children from the far off 
hamlets to come to the school. One of the primary agendas of the LF is to 
engage the out-of-school children with school again, and we were able to 
engage close to 30 children. The team of facilitators visited all the hamlets 
everyday and interacted with the parents, who had never attended school. 
This mobilization resulted in these first generation school going children 
engaging with the school and experiencing the learning festival. 
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IMPACT
ON CHILDREN
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Kshamtalaya has been working over the last two years in the tribal areas of Kotra and Gogunda in 
the district of Udaipur. Over time we have observed that children have individual needs and that they 
need to be addressed accordingly. The Learning Festivals have an emphasis on learning in an 
environment designed to encourage discovery, independence, creative potential and social interac-
tion. Children are encouraged to help themselves, take initiative and become increasingly indepen-
dent in order to develop self-esteem and social competence. It is important that children develop a 
sense of trust and are comfortable in their environment, which the LFs try to cultivate.

The early years must be seen as a vitally important stage in the child’s life and as a foundation for 
building life skills, not merely as a stepping stone to more formal education. The LFs are a balance 
between child initiated and adult initiated activities which are appropriate for young children to 
challenge their emerging abilities. We also try and help develop the child’s natural curiosity, their own 
interests, talents and goals and help them become independent learners, by providing the children 
with many opportunities to learn by doing and acquiring new knowledge and life long skills. This 
learning is supported by our trained facilitators, who are sensitive to the needs of each individual 
child in the space and possess a certain level of expertise to extend the child’s concepts and language 
by appropriate interaction.

The LFs create an environment for the child, which collaboratively defines rules, challenges and 
complexities. Children face intellectual, interpersonal and intrapersonal challenges that go beyond 
grades, winning a game or any other external reward. The construct of the studios in the LF is such 
that the activities are sustained over a period of time. Rather than doing lots of activities, children 
focus on a few for longer periods of time so that they learn how to persevere despite challenges.Lat-
er, they go on to choose activities for themselves. The LFs are a 6 day format split into three days of 
exposure, two days of creation and one performance day. During the days of exposure, the children 
experience various mediums of learning through activities which are guided by facilitators within 
studios. The children then go on to prepare a production involving two or three mediums, which 
they choose for themselves from the previously experienced ones.
 
LFs help children discover that what they need to create is already inside them: an unlimited 
potential of play and inspiration. They are exposed to processes where they discover that they do not 
need to be taught everything and that creativity has no bounds. The conventional belief that they 
need models and instruction to create makes them dependent and uncertain about who they are and 
what they feel. This is where parents, teachers and the facilitators have a role to play. Through LF 
processes, they help preserve that endless source of passion in which children can explore their 
creative sides to their fullest. The LFs consist of learning studios, which are spaces where children 
come together to learn. The studio is designed keeping in mind the learner. The space enables 
movement, a dedicated section to store resources and their work area. They are a physical spaces 
that hosta range of learning medium - arts, science, sports, and environment and so on – any 



medium that the learner relates or aspires to.The studios are backed with manuals that are designed 
keeping in mind a progression of activities described in detail and their purpose on each day of the 
festival. The activities are designed in a manner that takes the learner from familiarizing one selves with 

the medium, to applying the methodology for creating an output using the same medium. 

Children generally feel great pressure from demands and expectations to perform, and that pressure 
prevents the full working of their intuition. To meet their creative power, children need freedom in a 
structured and ordered environment that welcomes and understands the mystery and playfulness of 
creativity. LFs provide room for them to be spontaneous, they discover how to truly invent and develop 
authenticity and uniqueness in their work. They have been seen to learn how to express themselves 

and explore their world with gusto. 
Social skills are vital in enabling an individual to have and maintain positive interactions with others. 
Many of these skills are crucial in making and sustaining friendships. Social interactions may not always 
be smooth and an individual needs to be able to implement appropriate strategies, such as conflict 
resolution when difficulties in interactions arise. It is also important for individuals to have ‘empathy’ 

as it allows them to respond in an empathetic way to how others are feeling. 

The design of the LFs try to help children in developing their social skills. Sustained effort, doing 
activities without distraction and being able to hold that effort long enough to get tasks done help 
cultivate attention and concentration. The processes of debriefs, constructs of the studios and the 
interaction with the children by the facilitators helps in creating a safe space. This in turn helps them 
with comprehension and use of language through speech, signs or alternative forms of communication 
to communicate wants, needs, thoughts and ideas. The sequential multi-step tasks or activity 
performances to achieve a well-defined result, is the base of the LFs help children to build and develop 

social skills. 
By offering children a conducive context to create, LFs help children find a well of creativity within 
themselves. It is possible for every child to experience the joy of creation when the right support and 
understanding are present. We look to lay the groundwork for a lifetime of creative expression among 

children. 
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LEARNING
WITH JOY

A joyful learning environment enhances the learning process in a classroom environment. It creates a 
meaningful experience for the learner-filled with curious pathways, questions and confusions. The 
outcome is in the very process of the journey rather than the destination. Hence, it pushes the 
learner to strive harder and doesn’t get withered with the number of failures. Each failure opens up 
new avenues of learning.

In a space where the child has the agency to create her learning environment, the child instinctively 
or naturally begins playing. One of the main aspects of joyful learning is to keep the spirit of play 
alive, for it helps develop her creative thinking, imagination, social skills and also has fun along the 
way. Through these processes, the child is building a knowledge of self and in relation of self with 
the other. A typical day in the LFs are a demonstration of a joyful learning environment. As children 
work in groups, the facilitator engages with the children through processes which are more playful. 
Through these processes children were observed to open up, seek support from the facilitator sans 
inhibitions and most importantlythey were in the moment.
 
Experiencing joy in learning is definitely the premise for realizing one’s interests and passion. 
According to research, children if provided with access to spaces, which are conducive for joyful 
learning, they need not wait till they are of a certain age to realize the areas that they are good at. 

But joy does not mean no pain – this is where it starkly differs from fun. Learning to walk for a 
newborn is a very painful experience – tripping and falling due to lack of balance often causes them 
pain but they do not stop. The world feels different and there is an urge to explore that gives them 
immense joy. They keep trying until one day they are running, cycling, climbing mountains or even 
flying planes. During the course of the LFs, children would work with or without electricity, stay back 
even after school hours or even if they were hungry during the lunch break. They displayed 
ownership over the learning studios. The facilitators observed how children seemed less interested to 
leave their learning studios during break time, or even after school hours. The students could be seen 
sitting on their mats, completely engrossed in the process of stitching their bags in the Embroidery & 
Stitching studio. The festival also saw a large turn-out of children even during school vacations. 

Providing exposure to new mediums, creating experiences, which allow children to learn by doing, a 
visually inspiring environment, availability of various resources for the learners, altogether enable a 
joyful learning environment. 
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Aye Lakshmi, Mera Photo Kheechna!

Today is the first day of children exploring the 5 studios set up in Kodar-
mal school. You can spot this school from a distance because of that big 
peepal tree, under which many take shelter on a hot summer day and 
also find children playing marbles with their friends. As soon as the 
facilitators reached, they saw about 5 children welcoming the facilita-
tors with joyous steps of a dance. Rest of the children were lined up to 
eat their meals. The facilitators began their routine of meeting together 
and discussing their day’s responsibilities. The 5 children in the festival 
who welcomed them also tagged along with the facilitators. Before the 
facilitators began, the children took the banner from the facilitators’ 
hands. They climbed up the school building and tied it. Lakshmi, one of 
the facilitators called out to the children to get off the building. She saw 
four children climbing down with ease.
 
One child was left behind.
“Aye Lakshmi, Mera Photo Kheechna!”

Lakshmi turned around to see the tall boy Ajay in his Maroon jacket 
with a smile as bright as the sun. She was amused as to how confidently 
he reached out to her and demanded this memory to be recorded. He 
came down and asked her to show him his photo. “See, I took a picture 
next to our Learning Festival’s banner” he said proudly. “Lakshmi, will 
you give me this photo? I really loved the festival. I like coming to 
school when there is mela.”

“My Child has been going to school for the last 5 years, 
yet doesn’t know how to write her own name. But her 
participation in the Learning Festival for just 6 days, 
helped her learn a dance which she is performing today 
in front of the entire village.”

-Mr. Savaram, parent of a child at Roopani, Kotra
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“I haven’t stitched before because boys aren’t 
allowed to stitch. I used to think that stitching and 
embroidery was meant for girls. But after trying 
my hand at it today, I am very happy.”

-Ramesh, Class 6, Government School, Kukavas, 

12

Aur dhaaga chahiye…

The 21 century is seeing a lot of innovations, development and newer 
perspectives. But the issues of gender amongst others still continue to 
plague, not just the cities but the villages as well. The issues of gender 
have existed historically in the Indian villages. Kukavas, is a village 
located about 30 kilometers from the Kotra block. Home to the Bhil 
tribes, it has its share of gender issues. The men have their designated 
roles and the women have theirs. This is continuousas the children are 
also expected to fulfill the same roles as is socially constructed for them. 
The young girls wash vessels and do the household work including 
cooking, and the boys work on the fields. 

It was another day into the week of LFs here in the Government school 
at Kukavas. The children, community and teachers of the school were 
all engaged in activities. In one of the rooms, where the stitching and 
embroidery studio is underway, it is an all girl attendance, as expected. 
But, another look would land your eyes upon an equally engrossed boy 
working away his magic at the needle and thread.

Just when the facilitator was to document the happening, a young, well 
dressed teacher walks in. Upon finding the boy in an otherwise female 
dominated stitching and embroidery studio, he was taken aback. He 
immediately initiated a conversation with the facilitator and asked 
Aapko yeh sab pasand hain? Mujhe silaai bilkul pasand nahin hain. Yeh 
ladka yahan kya kar raha hain? Ladkiyan silaai karte hain. (Do you like 
all this? I don’t like stitching at all. What is this boy doing here? Stitching 
is for girls). Sir lekin yahin toh humein thodna hain. Aaj-kal duniya mein 
ladke hi bade bade log bangaye hain silaayi karke(Sir, but this is what 
we have to break. In today’s world, males have become great people 
through stitching)the facilitator responded.

Finishing the conversation after rounds of dialogue, the facilitator 
turned back to find Ramesh sitting with a smile on his face and his eyes 
fixed on her. He asked Aur dhaaga chahiye (I need more thread).



Community Engagement is a way of developing a working relationship between members of a commu-
nity and local public institutions. Good community engagement will mean that both groups can 
understand and act on the needs or issues of community experiences, helping to achieve positive 

change.
 

In many cases, efforts to engage communities take place after leaders have designed and elicited 
community participation. But engagement should begin earlier so that the community members will try 
to solve their concerns within their own capacities. Low-income, disadvantaged communities grasp the 
importance of knowledge. But on the contrary, the same communities suffer, sometimes in the 
extreme, from scant and inaccessible information. It is not in any way contradictory, however, to insist 
that those who live and work in these communities possess extraordinary knowledge that one must tap 
and share, and simultaneously to maintain that the very same people still do not know huge amounts 
that they would find powerfully helpful. This is the organized and to-the-point knowledge that they 
could constructively use in coping day to day and in helping themselves formulate views about how 
offices, organizations, and networks serve them and about how markets, politics, and civic groups 

define their opportunities and respond to their needs and aspirations.
  

There always has been a confusion amongst organizations about mobilizing and organizing. Mobilizing 
is  about recruiting people to support a vision, cause, or program. In this model, a leader or an organiza-
tion is the subject that makes decisions, and community members are the passive object of those 
decisions. Organizing, on the other hand, is about cultivating interested community members, identify-
ing their interests, and enabling them to lead change. With Kshamtalaya’s programs in Kotra and 
Gogunda, community members are the focus of the work: They collaborate on making decisions. At its 
best, community engagement involves working with a variety of leaders-those at the grass roots-to 

ensure that an effort has the support necessary for long-term success.
 

Learning Festivals, in its processes involves the local community from the very beginning and across all 
matters relating to their children and schools. From the setting up of studios, to supporting with resourc-
es and facilitating activities, community members have displayed their initiative across various locations 

of the festivals.
 

The further an initiative moves toward the empowerment end of the spectrum, the more community 
members develop a sense of ownership over it, and the more inclined they feel towards it. We 
recognize that we have yet to realize the full meaning of empowerment in our engagements with the 

community which were envisioned during the design of the festivals.
  

It has also been interesting to see community members as producers of outcomes and not just as 
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recipients. If the goal was to expose children to newer learning mediums and to have studio based 
outcomes, the child’s family, friends and neighbours supported the child in terms of accompanying 
them to the studios, supporting during activities and sometimes even contributing with food during the 
day while the child was engrossed in the studios.
 
The communities were provided with balanced and objective information about the LFs and about the 
reasons for conducting them, also providing them with updates during the entire process. The LFs also 
invited feedback from the community on alternatives and decisions. While working with the communi-
ty members, it was ensured that their aspirations and concerns were considered at stages of planning 
and implementation. In these processes, the communities also went on to suggest a permanent setup 
of the LF model in the form of a Learning Center, in multiple locations. In some locations, members of 
the local governance took responsibilities to arrange for a space for setting up of Learning Centers. A 
community owned center has the potential to foster active participation of the child’s parents, friends 
and neighbours towards her learning.

The work of engaging communities requires strategic planning and relationship building. The LFs were 
also strategically planned in a way that they were organized where the three collaborating organiza-
tions – Kshamtalaya Foundation, Jatan Sansthan and Kotra Adivasi Sansthan have been working for a 
considerable duration now. The time that these facilitators have spent with the communities away from 
the LF, did show up during the weeks of the festivals. The relationship that they had built through 
regular dialogue and interaction, resulted in the festivals gaining momentum. The festivals also demon-
strated to the community that their engagement mattered, helping them build a narrative of success 
that could possibly replace the existing narratives of apparent intractability of social problems. 
The LFs were able to demonstrate to the community members their children’s creative potential. The  
children were exposed to processes where they discovered that they do not need to be taught 
everything and that creativity is a place without limits. One of the members of a community where the 
LF was organized, observed his child not being able to write her name in spite of 5 years of schooling 
but was able to perform a dance with just 3 days of preparation. 
 
The LFs were able to demonstrate abilities of children to the communities, when exposed to mediums 
of learning which were relevant and more suitable to them.
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The veiled woman

One of the team members was having breakfast at one of the regular 
hotels in Bikarni, a village in Kotra 25 kilometers from the block.Bread 
and omelet in one hand, garamchai in the other, she was having a 
conversation with the lady in the house, a member of the Rajput 
community. Aap har jagah mela kar rahe ho, Bikarni mein kab karoge? 
(You have been organizing the festivals everywhere. But when are you 
going to do it in Bikarni?)She asked with curiosity. Surprised and taken 
aback by this, the team member said Kya baat kar rahe ho? Yahan to 
kab ka khatam ho gaya tha mela! (What are you saying? We organized 
the festival here a few weeks ago).
 
The team member explained how the facilitators took the festival to the 
streets of the village and to every nook and corner possible. Humein to 
ghar ke baahar aana hi mana hain. Toh isliye humein pata nahin chala 
(We are not allowed to come out of our homes. So we didn’t get to 
know of the festival at all) she explained with a frown on her face.

She finished her bread and omelet, and the chai. Not knowing what to 
say, she gave the lady a smile and left the place. 

3 day change!

Under the big banyan tree in the community, children are performing 
dances that they learnt over the previous 5 days in the LF. Local pop 
music is playing on the speakers and the community is witnessing their 
children perform. The facilitators, are seen interacting with the commu-
nity, interacting with them about the LF, which had come to its final day. 
It is a sunny winter afternoon in Roopani, a village in Kotra, about 25 
kms from the block.
 
One of the performances had ended and just when the facilitator, 
Harish was to take the microphone to announce the next set of perfor-
mances, a dusky, aging man-Savaram from the community standing at 
the other end of the stage requested for the microphone. This man was 
seen around the venue of the festival on all days but never interacted 
with any of the facilitators, except observe the happenings from a safe 
distance. 

Meri chori 5 saal se iskool jaa rahi hain, par naam nahin likh paati hain. 
Idhar aake, mele mein, 3 din mein usne ek dance seekha aur aaj usne 
sabke saamne bina jhijhak naacha he said. (My child has been going to 
school from the last 5 years and still doesn’t know how to write her own 
name, but in just 3 days of the LF, she learnt how to dance.) The pride 
he had about his daughter’s performance was visible in his facial expres-
sion. The blank, serious eyes, were now twinkling and his face lit up 
with a radiant smile. 

“I haven’t seen children come to school with such 
happiness in a long time. This is all because of the LF. 
The LF also reminded me of my childhood.”

-Mrs. Javeri Bai, Cook, Government School, Motavida, 
Gogunda
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The Goat song

A small space, a classroom. The only window in the room is open to 
let the sunlight come in and kiss the cracked, rough concrete 
flooring. A group of children are sitting on the floor and are trying to 
compose a song written by them. Sitting among them are two youth 
facilitators-Abhishek and Monalisa- trying to help them with the 
tune. It was the first day of the LFs at Khaapa, a village in Kotra, 
about 30 kms away from the block. The children were part of one of 
the groups experiencing the “Music and Composing” studio, which 
was one of the different studios, which different groups of children 
experienced for 3 days. The children who were sitting along with the 
two youth facilitators, were trying to compose for what seemed like 
an hour or so, without the required result-a composed song. But 
there was a tune one could here over the din in the classroom. A 
tune held by a shy looking girl near the window. She found out her 
name was Priyanka and that she studies in the third grade. Monalisa 
asked her to come and join the group. She smiled and stood apart 
from the group. She asked the girl, Priyanka to help the others with 
the composition. A few minutes later, there was a song being sung 
by all of them. 

After that, Priyanka could be seen around Monalisa wherever she 
went. On the third day, when it was her group’s turn to experience 
the Music and Composing studio, the otherwise shy and timid girl 
was seen in her element. She was bubbling with energy and had a 
constant smile on her face. The group first sang a song in a language 
alien to them-Bengali, but native to the facilitator Monalisa. They 
then went on to sing a song in their local dialect. When it was time 
to sit down to write their own songs, everyone mumbled Aaort 
Nahin(I don’t know how to). After a while, the hall was empty 
except for Monalisa and Priyanka, along with 2-3 children sitting 
around and writing a song. They didn’t know how to write one, 
because they had never done so before. The studio’s facilitator, 
Monalisa, asked them Aapko kaunse cheeze ya log bahut pyaara 
lagte hain(What or who are your favourite things or people?). Priyan-
ka replied that she doesn’t like any people as such but loves her 
goats. They all sat down and started writing a song about a goat, 
which was her favourite among her many other goats. A few hours 
later, a song addressed to her pyaari goat, could be heard.

Priyanka was seen in the Music and Composition studio on all the 3 
days of exposure, even when her group was away experiencing the 
other studios as part of the LF process.

“The very children who weren’t able to articulate 
their thoughts and were shy are taking the initia-
tive to facilitate the festival song. This is because 
of the LF.”

-Mr. Ratan, Teacher, Government School, Motavi-
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“Such festivals should happen in intervals of a month. It 
will help children come to school everyday. The way 
they are energetic and joyful isn’t visible in the daily 
class.”

-Mr. Ajit, brother of dinesh, class 5 student, Upli Jhed, 
Kotra
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Back to school!

Upli Jhed, is a village in Kotra. Its community is a scattered one, with 
children hardly coming to school. The school is facing a crisis with 
respect to a shortage of teachers. There is just one teacher who 
shows up occasionally. The school has no playground. The school 
building is in a dilapidated state. Cracked walls, irregular flooring, 
and dull classrooms make up the mood of the school. With children 
present sometimes in single digit attendance, it seems like the place 
just survived an apocalypse.
 
During the LF that was organized here, it was a different experience 
and feeling altogether. Children were in comparatively greater 
numbers and the community members were seen coming to school. 

It was a sunny morning.The children and the facilitators were singing 
the festival song, in the empty field across the school. And after a 
few rounds of icebreakers and energizers, one of the facilitators 
asked the children to go back into the school premises where the LF 
was being organized. 

What followed was a memorable scene and a very reflective one.
The children who would generally run away from the very thought 
of a school, were running with shouts of joy and laughter into the 
school. What was the reason? What can be done in school that this 
becomes an everyday sight?...........the facilitators thought to 
themselves. 



The script writer

It was the eve of the creation day. The children of Sulav have just 
completed the three studio days and experienced 5 mediums of 
learning in the learning studios. The following days would be 
scheduled tightly, for children had to now apply what they have 
learnt and weave them into their production. They would also be 
putting up the presentation to a large community audience consist-
ing of – the parents, youth and the local government leaders. Two 
facilitators Aslam and Sharmishtha had camped the entire week in 
the school. It was 8.30 pm in the night and it was time for supper. 
Sharmishtha stepped outside to the nearby shop to buy vegetables 
for their dinner.

“Give me 1 kilo onion and potatoes” she asked. She saw that the 
shop keeper was one of the students Sharmila, who was also part of 
the festival. Sharmila was busy writing something. “Oh, Sharmila! 
What are you writing?” asked Sharmishtha. “Oh didi, I did not 
realize you were here. Tell me what do you need?” “Give me one 
kilo potatoes and onions each. But tell me this, what are you writing 
with so much focus?” Sharmishtha noticed how Sharmila was 
penning down under the dim light in her shop. 

“Arey didi, Shankar bhaiyya has asked us to write a script of the 
stories that we shared today. I am re-working on some parts of the 
script. When I was sitting, I came up with new ideas so thought I 
should write them down and show it to my group tomorrow.” 
Picking up her vegetables, Sharmishtha walked back to the school 
thinking about the script writer. She was wondering why would the 
girl care to write the script at this hour in the night? 
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“The LF should happen on a monthly basis and should 
happen in the schools itself.”

-Mr. Manohar Singh, Principal, Government School, 
Modi, Gogunda
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The Travelling Festival

Bikarni, located 30 kms away from the block of Kotra is a village, 
home to the Jain, Brahmin, Rajput, Muslim communities. The 
Adivasis live here too. The varied ethnicities have made way for the 
existence of a diverse set of social structures. This is also one of the 
few villages in Kotra with commercial establishments, making it a 
busy village during the day. It has shops which sell cloth, groceries, 
jewellery, edibles and medicines too. There is a barber, a few doctors 
and small makeshift hotels too. 
It was just another day in the village. But the situation was a little 
different with the people from the different ethnicities not talking to 
each other, due to a conflict which had happened the previous 
evening. As a result, children and community members didn’t turn 
up at the ongoing LF at the Government school in the village. 
The facilitators did seem affected with this happening. But they did 
not want to let a communal issue affect the process of the LF. After 
a group decision they came to a consensus that the festival need not 
be restricted to a space, but should belong to the entire community. 
Each one of the facilitator carried the material necessary for the 
activities within the studios in their hands and walked out of the 
school premises. It seemed like a battalion of soldiers heading into 
warzone.
They visited each one of the shops, chai ke dukaan, taxi stands and 
conducted the studio activities there. People as young as 5 to 50 
were recipients of the joy of learning by doing. 
At a chai ka dukaan there was an old man who with great enthusi-
asm tried his hand at marble painting, After the painting, he took the 
piece of work, sat down and showed it to his wife with an expression 
like that of a child. The whole village looked like a learning festival 
space. 
The facilitators took the studios to each and every nook and corner 
of the village. This began to be called the “travelling festival” among 
the facilitators of the other LFs. 



COMMUNITY
CONTRIBUTION

Working in the villages of Kotra and Gogunda, the LFs aim to bridge the gap between the schools and 
the community. The attempt through LFs was to take efforts for the community and the school to 
understand that working in silos will not address the various issues people are grappling with. Some 
issues that have persisted are lack of infrastructural facilities, lack of toilets, a falling teacher to student 
ratio, lack of libraries and science laboratories among others. The festival’s objective is to bridge this 
gap with processes pre and post festival.
The pre-process was to begin a dialogue with the community about their relationship with the school. 
The questions were how often they go to school, whether they meet the teachers, have they seen their 
children’s work? The responses were clear that the parents have not visited the schools. The teachers, 
on the other hand, said that they only meet the parents during the national holidays.

This gave a clear picture to us, and raised questions in our heads. How do various parts of a system 
function in order to help each other grow? Government schools are built to provide services to the local 
communities. Does it stop at that? When we say the term community, the thoughts that trigger are 
interdependency, together-ness, helping one another and inclusivity. The many actions that can build 
a strong bond between various parts are to create shared goals, to contribute through time, efforts and 
even a belief in the cause goes a long way to reach the goal. Community contribution provides for 
building solidarity and harmony which acts on the recognition of shared community goals.
 
With our past experiences in organizing the learning festivals we realized that the community is always 
looking to contribute their resources especially for the growth and happiness of their children. The local 
governance provided a community hall to conduct evening sessions during the week of the festival. 
The community also contributed sweets to the children at the festival. These many forms of community 
contribution manifest certain values of democracy, compassion and togetherness. Values strengthen 
when practiced, and when the community finds more such opportunities to work together, it results in 
growth of the community and welfare of its people.

Relationship building and having a dialogue over the shared goals and needs is a precursor for 
involving the various parts of a system to work with one another. Creating channels of communication 
and by expressing one’s needs, creates a space for community to step in and contribute. Along with 
communication and relationship building, it is important to note we cannot possibly achieve our goals 
alone. We need to build on each other’s strengths. 

20



Walls talk and every image speaks a thousand words about a school. Space design is the non-verbal 
vision of a school, and intentional design can get everyone pursuing the same purpose. A redesign 
process elevates more voices into the learning space. It democratizes the decisions about entryways, 
hallways, classroom spaces and even libraries. Having a role in designing the school from pedagogical 
design, to designing the use of digital tools, to the rethinking of the space brings a fresh level of 
commitment to the work happening throughout the school.

Teachers play vital roles in the lives of the students in their classrooms. Teachers are best known for 
their role in educating students that are placed in their care. Beyond that, teachers are expected to 
serve many other roles in the classroom. They are responsible to set the tone of their classrooms, build 
a warm environment, mentor and nurture students, become role models, and listen and look for signs 
for trouble. If teachers could create the ideal classroom, they’d give themselves more room, and it 
would be more open and flexible and include collaborative spaces. According to various researches and 
surveys, well designed learning spaces enable group work, discussions and independent learning, while 
the conventional classroom is more likely to lead to distractions that deter learning. 
Considering the current issues of education that the country is facing, LFs try to demonstrate methods 
and practices that are suitable and relevant to children. Teachers have been witness to newer pedagogi-
cal practices, which encourages students for more open ended discovery. The LFs have exposed 
teachers to a newer role, more of a facilitator than a teacher, providing resources, monitoring progress 
and encouraging students to problem solve.

LFs have been able to demonstrate to the teachers, the ability of students to manage their own 
learning.  An added benefit for Govt. school teachers is that, once pedagogy shifts to facilitative 
learning, students are more motivated in the classroom resulting in fewer discipline problems. Facilita-
tive learning requires students to apply their knowledge across subjects and that requires teachers in 
different disciplines to work together. It is conventionally believed that teachers feel comfortable 
managing their own classrooms but sometimes may not be used to working with their peers. LFs have 
observed it the other way round. There have been several instances of teachers coming into studios 
and working together on projects, activities and also participating in the processes along with the 
children. As a result, teachers experienced that working with their peers offered them more resources 
and ideas to share with students in their classrooms. Teachers as facilitators seemed to realize actions 
to build groups, to lead supervision and to suggest innovation, and activities that develop skills and 
support lifelong learning. 

We believe that successful teachers are those that have the ability to maximize the learning potential 
of all students in their class. Developing positive relationships between a teacher and a student is a 
fundamental aspect of quality teaching and student learning. Positive teacher-student relationships 
promote a sense of school belonging and encourage students to participate cooperatively. Students 
develop confidence to experiment and succeed in an environment where they are not restricted by the 
fear of failure. Teachers might be able to assist students with motivation and goal setting, and students 
can turn to them for advice and guidance. LFs were able to create such an environment and space for 
the teachers to start building a closer relationship with the students. Kshamtalaya truly believes that it 
takes a village to raise a child who is healthy, caring and responsible. In school, this village starts with 
the network formed by parents, teachers and administrators who understand that their job is to work 
together to support and guide the development of a child. LFs managed to bring in the parents, 
community members and the teachers together towards children’s learning.  
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The school-a canvas

It was the final day of the LFs in Bakhel, a village in Kotra. The day 
had ended after all the festivities and performances. The banner of 
the LF was being lowered, children were sweeping the place clean. 
The facilitators were packing the material into bags. The materials 
were being sorted in terms of the studios.
 
One of the teachers, Eeshwarji was also sitting next to the facilitators 
and observing the process. His fingers, which were used to handling 
the chalk piece and sometimes the red pen to mark the transcripts of 
children, were found fumbling around with the paint-brushes which 
lay on the table. He was picking each one of the brushes and closely 
observing them. After rounds of observing, he finally chose two 
from the lot. Mein yeh do brush aapse le raha hoon(I am going to 
borrow these brushes from you) he said, raising the brushes high 
enough for the facilitators to see. They smiled and wondered as to 
what use would those paintbrushes be to him.
 
Sir, aap yeh aapke kamre ke liye istamaal karoge? Aapko bhi Painting 
aur drawing pasand hain? (Sir, are you going to use these for your 
room? Do you like painting and drawing too?)asked one of the 
facilitators, giving into her curiosity. Eeshwarji smiled, slid back into 
his former position and said Nahin Nahin. Yeh school keliye hain. 
Mein bacchon ke saath kuch drawings banana chahta hoon. 
Ummeed karte hain ki iske liye kuch samay milein (No. No. These are 
for the school. I will draw or paint with the children. I hope I get 
some time for this).
 
Excited at hearing this, the facilitator wanted to respond, when 
Eeshwarji said Madam, mujhe bas 3 saal chahiye. Agar mein isi 
school mein raha, toh mein aapse vaada karta hoon ki kuch badlaav 
bahut door se hi dikhega. Is school ko mein badloonga(Madam, I 
just need 3 years. If I stay in the same school, I will assureyou that 
change will be visible from afar. I will transform this school).
 
With the two brushes in hand, he called one of the student from 
nearby, handed over the brushes carefully and instructed them to 
keep it in a safe place in the school office. Then he turned back, 
smiled and within seconds left the space leaving behind his words, 
promises and a charming smile.
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Compartmentalized by age, textual content lacking contextual knowledge, instructional method of 
teaching practice, parallel seating arrangements and no peer engagement – gives a visual of a typical 
government school set-up. The conventional teaching practices is practiced in amajority of schools 
today. It relies on recitation and memorization, learning from a prescribed text. Although it tested an 
ability to memorize in a child,it did not delve deeper into a sense of identifying theinfinite capabilities 
of a child. Whether the child is a thinking being – pattern reading, problem solving, critical thinking, 
aesthetic ability or the child’s potential cannot possibly be understood through the traditional or 

conventional teaching practices.
 

With exposure to new ideas and an understanding of how to build a learning environment to develop 
the said abilities, the practices of teaching now moved focus on the needs of the learner. This emerged 
into the modern teaching practices that invested in understanding more about the child’s interests. The 
method of teaching moved from a ‘giver’ of knowledge to an enabler or a facilitator of knowledge 
creation – believing that the learner can arrive at her own learning, by herself. Scaffolding, a new term 
that emerged in the modern practices of teaching & learning describes this type of facilitation. The 
facilitation would center on probing the child to think for herself, asking open-ended questions to the 
learner, encouraging to think in multi-perspectival lenses. Along with focusing on the cognitive 
abilities,the curriculum also moved to enhancing the social skills – team work, collaboration, communi-

cation and understanding interdependency. 

To break the traditions, recourse our pathways and re-imagine how learning happens, the LF aims to 
demonstrate a shift from conventional teaching practices. The LFs are run by facilitators who have 
been trained in its stages and processes in an experiential format. One of our core aims is to embed this 
in a daily classroom environment too. And to make that happen, we incorporated a process where the 
facilitators engaged with the teachers in schools,where the festivals were organized. The engagement 
with the teachers began as pre-process to the festivals, where their support was taken to setuplearning 
spaces. But it is the studios that were a highlight for them. It changed the meaning of teaching where 
children were seated in circles rather than in columns. The circular arrangement of seating helped 
children help one another when they were stuck and could also see their classmate seated opposite to 
them and learn. A more democratic set-up also enabled children to question and participate in decision 

making processes.
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IMPACT
ON FACILITATORS
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"Perhaps one of the most difficult things for a facilitator to do is to allow someone to struggle. To 
rescue people from the struggle immediately shuts off an opportunity for them to learn and grow. 
Supporting and encouraging them through the struggle is much more rewarding for everyone 
involved."
—Facilitation by Trevor Bentley

Facilitation is providing the necessary resources, information and support in order for learners to 
complete a task, rather teaching. Facilitating doesn’t mean that one “gives up” control. It doesn’t 
mean that one will never “teach” in the traditional sense again. It just means that one has to plan to 
prrsent information differently. Facilitation is key in developing learner-centred work, communicative 
activities and humanistic approaches. Facilitation is also a process where one member of a group 
operates to help the group analyze issues, learn from experience, and work as a team to draw 
conclusions.
 
Kshamtalaya Foundation in collaboration with Jatan Sansthan and Kotra Aadivasi Sansthan conducted 
the learning festivals across the geographies of Kotra and Gogunda in the district of Udaipur. Increase 
in the number of facilitators, increase in the reach in aspects of locations and children were key 
takeaways from this collaborative process.

LFs served as a platform for exchange of learning, new friendships between the teams of facilitators, 
who otherwise were all working as separate entities. Good facilitators are not made overnight, it 
takes practice and learning from past mistakes so that future sessions progressively get better. Still, 
anyone can eventually become a good facilitator, and becoming a good facilitator starts with 
emphasizing certain key personal qualities. 

Facilitators seemed to develop good listening skills, trying to listen to conversations, rather than 
actively participating in it. This meant that the facilitators tried to keep their thoughts, ideas and 
comments to themselves and let the participants generate content on their own. 

Over the course of the LFs, the facilitators interacted with a diverse range of people and personali-
ties. Some of the people and personalities needed the facilitators’ support, hereby developing a sense 
of empathy in them.

Creating and maintaining the energy of a session is no small task. This is especially true for sessions 
that span hours, or even days. LFs are conducted in a single location over a period of 6 days, with 
some of the processes seemingly repetitive with different groups of children. The facilitators were the 
source of this momentum, from the start to the finish. 
Each of the facilitators seemed passionate about the LFs and its processes. They were able to allow 
themselves to let children articulate thoughts, feelings and behavior.  Facilitators managed these 
situations appropriately and maintained a safe and positive environment for all the participants.



We all know what a learning space would be like without rules. Complete chaos. Utter mayhem, 
creating an environment not conducive to learning. It is obvious that there should be rule setting for 
any learning space; however these should not be set forth by the facilitator. There is no better way to 
establish rules than to do it with the participants’ collaboration and their idea of rules, children being 
the participants in this case. During the LFs, facilitators set rules along with the children, in each studio 

and at every location. 
Children and adults with a wide range of experiences and educational backgrounds were part of the 
LFs. As facilitators, it was their responsibility to ensure that  children and adults alike were prepared to 
work in a diverse environment and collaborate with others who bring in new perspectives. Trying to 
create an inclusive space during the LFs, facilitators seemed to become aware of the diversity of the 
participants and work with them to create a safe and collaborative learning environment. Facilitators 
also started to recognize that children learn in different ways and have valuable perspectives to bring 

to the content being learned. 
The teams of facilitators have had experience in working with children and with pedagogic practices, 
which they brought into the studio spaces during the LFs. They demonstrated alternate ways of 

learning such as peer learning, formation of groups, asking open ended questions among others. 

With the LFs being organized in locations where facilitators have been working over the last year or so, 
the relationship between the host facilitator and the community has been a positive and productive 
one. But relationship building is a constant process and needs to be a regular and collective approach. 
During the LFs, the teams at various locations visited the communities on a daily basis, sometimes even 
staying in the community. This reaped positive results, increasing the engagement between the commu-
nity towards children’s learning processes. Due to this, the community also extended support to the 

LFs, through their active participation. 
As part of the LF processes, Facilitators surveyed the needs and capacities of individual learners and 
created conditions that met those needs. They also shared insights that came from their own experienc-

es without imposing their own views on the learners.
In the course of the LFs, the Facilitators were able to develop children’s skills rather than transmitting 

information as is the process in the conventional system of schooling.
 

The greatest resource that teachers and facilitators have are other teachers and facilitators. But sadly, 
teamwork and collaboration are not commonly found in today’s schools. In the geographies of Kotra 
and Gogunda, the nature of work of the teachers in govt. schools is very challenging and can be 
stressful at times. And what adds more to their level of challenge and stress is a teacher’s tendency to 
isolate him or herself. During the LFs, facilitators work together as a team and have been able to set an 
example as to how effective team work can be. The benefit of sharing ideas, asking for help, unsolicit-

ed assistance makes planning and working together far more effective than isolation.  
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A Dilemma!

It was a sunny afternoon in Mandwa, a village in Kotra situated 
about 30 kms from the block. It was business as usual in the market. 
The people were everywhere, some waiting for the next jeep to 
head to another location, some having conversations by the big 
banyan tree with bags in their hand and some having a moment to 
themselves over a cup of chai.

The Government school is the big blue building with the black metal 
gates. Children are running around with their plates in hand, waiting 
to be served a meal for the noon. Amidst all this hullabaloo, you 
could find a young girl-Sharmishtha checking her clock constantly 
and getting into a panic mode. She is an India Fellow placed with 
Kshamtalaya Foundation. A focused and dedicated girl that she is, 
her love for her children at Mandwa is truly infectious. Ethics and 
values best describe her. If things do not go as planned, she gets into 
a panic mode. Her expression says what is running on her mind. And 
when she panics, she does not sit in a place.I am running late. I 
should have been at Bakhel by now. I want to stay, talk to my 
children. I want to tell them more of what I know, were thoughts 
crossing her mind.
 
With these thoughts still running on her mind, she headed towards 
the Government school at Bakhel, where the LF was being 
organized. It was about a 100 meters from the school at Mandwa, 
where she came from. She saw the children waiting for the team of 
facilitators. Within minutes she was lostamidst the brown and beige 
clad lot of children. She was so engrossed that she failed to notice 
that there were familiar faces too. Those faces which were not 
supposed to be there at that point of time.  But there they were, 
perfectly blended in the group-Shilpa, Vimla and Manisha.

She could see these girls during the festival song, the group calls or 
sometimes even taking the lead in some of the activities. The facilita-
tor was not able to process the fact that these girls skipped the noon 
session of their school just to be a part of the LF in the neighbouring 
school. What will the teachers think? What will I tell them tomor-
row? Is it okay for these children to be here? This is a Learning 
Festival, but these children should not miss their classes too? she was 
constantly asking and telling herself. She wanted to ask the children 
to leave, but stopped herself from doing so.
 
Somewhere on the inside, she wanted them to be a part of the LFs, 
and they were. She wanted them to involve themselves in the 
processes, and they did.
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Wired!

It was a normal day in the week of the LF at Takiyon ka Bhilwada, a 
village in Gogunda. Nisha, an iDiscover fellow with Kshamtalaya 
Foundation walked into the school premises. Children were standing in 
queues with freshly washed steel plates in hand. The mid day meal was 
to be served to them after which the LF would start. She walked around 
the school, greeted by children, some even singing  the festival song Mu 
meda me aayo… (Come to my festival…).

While the children were settling in to have their share of the meal, there 
was a group of children huddled up and it seemed like they were 
plotting a secret mission. When Nisha approached them slyly from the 
back, she saw them fiddling with batteries, wires and a few LEDs. When 
she went closer, the children in all their excitement showed their work 
to her. Didi yeh sab hum ghar se leke aaye hain. Sab toot gaye the, toh 
leke aaye yahaan, isko teekh karne ke liye (Sister, we got these from 
home. They were all dismantled at home, so we got them here to fix). 
In a few minutes, they were able to light the LEDs up through a simple 
circuit connection that they had learnt to make from the “Electronics 
and Tinkering” studio the previous day. The children’s faces lit up with 
a joy of having achieved something all by themselves, especially by the 
LEDs.

The other childrenhad finished their lunch by then and were keeping 
their plates back in the locker next to the school office. Nisha spotted a 
boy holding another boy’s shirt in hand, and the other boy shirtless. At 
first sight what seemed to be a fight, was actually something very 
magical. The boy was stitching a button on to the other’s shirt. He had 
never held a needle or thread in hand before but was able to stitch the 
button back, from what he had learnt in the “Stitching and Embroi-
dery” studio in the same LF.
 
Yeh mere liye sabse accha din tha is mele mein (This was by far the best 
day in the LFs for me) exclaimed Nisha with a glowing smile on her face.
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LEARNING AT A STANDSTILL:
The key to cultivating joyful and entrepreneurial learning
is through ending monoculture in Education  
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If two people from tribal communities living in opposite sides of the country were to talk to each 
other, they would have a similar tale to tell. Stories of being alienated from their land, of how 
dysfunctional their schools were, of how they would have to travel very far distances to see a doctor, 
of how violence against them was rampant and how under resourced they were. A quick perusal of 
any government issued statistic on education, poverty levels and crime records would corroborate 
the experiences of tribal people across the country.
 
According to the Census 2011, the literacy rate of tribal persons in Rajasthan state was at 52.8% 
being ahead of only Bihar, Orissa and Jammu and Kashmir. In looking at the percentage of the 
Scheduled Tribe (ST) population below the poverty line, 41% of the rural ST population in Rajasthan 
is below the poverty line. Surprisingly Kerala which has one of the highest quality of living standards 
in the country also had 41% of its tribal population below the poverty line. This shows that tribal 
people have continually found themselves with the wrong end of the developmental narrative. The 
situation regarding the representation of tribal youth in institutions of higher education is so stark 
that out of the total estimated student enrolment, the ST category constitute only 4.9% of total 
student enrolment.  
The circumstances around tribal lives are dire and require serious attention to change the collective 
futures of its young and old. While tribal communities across India are guaranteed rights and 
protections by the Constitution, long historical legacies of poor governance, resource exploitation 
and systemic injustices in the form of bureaucratic technicalities have denied them their rightful stake 
in self-determination. It is only in the last couple of decades that with laws such as the Forest Rights 
Act and the Panchayat Extension of Scheduled Areas (PESA) Act, tribal communities have a greater 
degree of control over their resources and livelihoods. However, these laws are under the constant 
threat of being diluted.
 
While some tribal communities are threatened due to a resource curse, the travails of others are 
masked due to geographical obscurity. In the time we have so far spent in Kotra, a tribal block in 
Rajasthan, we continue to witness the dismal and wretched state of education and learning 
infrastructure in majority of the villages of the block.
 
Despite decades of governmental intervention, the literacy rate of Kotra is at 33%. There are several 
reasons for the abysmal literacy levels. The governmental plan of assimilation while keeping a safe 
distance has not worked in education as it introduced curricula and a new language that was not 
contextual- all of which encouraged a monoculture form of learning that did not incentivize 
autonomy, initiative or leadership. This coupled with the other transgressions of the government 
bureaucracy pushed people further away from thinking of the village school in a positive light.

“The biggest, most enduring lesson 
of school is that learning is work,
to be avoided when possible.”  

Peter Gray
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Peter Gray

Our work in Kotra is centered on the school and the communities around it. Reimagining education is 
critical to the emergence of a tribal population that is represented in all levels of governmental and 
public life. The major tool that we employ to address issues with the school and heighten community 
engagement is the Learning Festival. The LF seeks to demonstrate alternatives in learning, teaching and 
community engagement bypassing a factory schooling design that never had space for breaking 
hierarchies or constructive dialogues.  

The perception of learning that we have cultivated over a period of time is reductive. This adds to the 
distress of children especially those who are first generation school goers. The idea and practice of 
learning has been tarnished by the exam system which was put in place to check the learner’s progress 
in a one dimensional way. This system over a period of time made learning nothing but the reproduc-
tion of information and became just a function of memory enhancement. It did not incentivize or 
encourage critical thinking.All of this slowly led to the development of a system which thought of 
children as incapable of making responsible decisions. Slowly parents too disengaged from the whole 
system as the system lacked transparency as there is no overt mechanism to bring about accountability.  
Take the example of Ramila a grade 6 student who comes to school daily and sits for the entire duration 
of the school day while being subjugated to extreme humiliation over herinability to answer questions 
which she was never taught or learned. Her parents have no way to understand or initiate a construc-
tive dialogue and is made to believe her child is good for nothing. The most natural consequence of all 
of this will be the child walking out of the school and all the blame being put on the parent and the 
child.

The LF thus, breaks this vicious cycle by reimagining the relationship between schools and communi-
ties, to positively reaffirm learning and demonstrate alternative mediums of learning.
The LF is constructed in this form- a six-day event to bring back people of all ages to the school but 
this time by creating positive learning experiences for the child, community members and the teachers. 
The skills and knowledge of the community members that was earlier brushed aside by mainstream 
education are brought back to the school and shared with everyone. The issues of school walkouts, 
disinterest in the teaching practices and stagnant learning environments among others find an outlet 
and expression through the Learning Festival.
 
In the course of the six days, while children take long strides in their learning capabilities and rebuild 
their relationship with the school, parents and the community are presented with the opportunity to 
embark on a systemic change of the school and the manner in which it operates. The Learning Festival 
is a serious and essential catalyst in creating a roadmap of what learning and education ought to be in 
the village. In continuing the cycle of the festival taking place bi-annually, it allows all the stakeholders 
involved to chart a path for the education and future of the village. In groups they get a chance to 
integrate their learning experience and create a production. This provides them with opportunities to 
learn from each other and creates fertile ground for inter-generational learning.
 
It provides children with the platform to exercise their choices, experience learning in a playful manner 
and create a curiosity to learn more. It also creates a platform for communities and parents to engage 
and creates opportunities for dialogue. The LF aims to bring all the relevant stakeholderstogether to 
engage on the issues of education and learning and together make education a community owned 
agenda.

There are entire generations of tribal people who have led movements to liberate their community 
from the onslaught of exploitation, abuse and discrimination across the world. While there are many 
tribal-led organizations that are advocating for tribal rights, education is the one of the most potent 
ways to guarantee a better future for any disadvantaged people. Education allows the liberation of the 
mind from ignorance; education creates access; education makes way for discovery and newness; 
education created avenues of sharing knowledge with those who do not yet have the opportunity to 
embark on the journey of learning. This is the mode of education that the Learning Festival aims to 
make a reality. It will be nothing short of a learning revolution.
 
Let’s make learning our agenda! 

“The belief that young people are 
incapable of making reasonable

decisions is a cornerstone of our 
system of compulsory, closely

monitored education.” 



STUDIOS

26

The first theories of experiential learning arose in the ancient Indian tradition of the Gurukul. A Gurukul 
was essentially a place where students learnt by doing various tasks under the supervision of a Guru. 
Naturally, the students learnt more in such an eco-system because the activities they undertook were 
instrumental in their learning process. The students also learnt to keenly observe things around them, 
learnt from their mistakes and analyze them with the help of the Guru. Students would “learn by 
doing”, applying knowledge to experience in order to develop skills or new ways of thinking.
 
Experiential methodology doesn’t treat each subject as being walled off in its own room, unconnected 
to any other subjects. Compartmentalized learning doesn’t reflect the real world, while as the experien-
tial classroom works to create an interdisciplinary learning experience that mimics real world learning. 
The need for experiential learning is immense and is much required for the rote learning stricken Indian 
education system.
 
The Learning Festivals comprised of studios which were based on experiential learning. A studio is a 
workshop set-up space where children come together to learn. The studio was designed keeping in 
mind the learner. The space enables movement, a dedicated section to store resources and their work 
area. They are physical spaces that hosted a range of  learning medium - arts, science, sports, and 
environment and so on – any medium that the learner relates or aspires to. The studios were backed 
with manuals that were designed keeping in mind a progression of activities described in detail and 
their purpose on each day of the festival. The activities were designed in a manner that takes the 
learner from familiarizing one selves with the medium, to applying the methodology for creating an 
output using the same medium. The manuals are guiding documents for the facilitator to create this 
experience.

There is a general tendency among human beings to take an interest in learning the facts that exist in 
the real world. The studios of the LF took information from the real world and made the participants 
aware by performing hands-on tasks. As the participants worked with real life information, it became 
authentic for them. Each one’s learning and understanding was guided by their exclusive past 
experiences, and thus, each participant approached the tasks in their own unique ways. 

“In its simplest form, experiential learning means learning from experience
or learning by doing. Experiential education first immerses learners in an
experience and then encourages reflection about the experience to develop
new skills, new attitudes, or new ways of thinking”

– Lewis and Williams (1994)



Within the studio spaces, the participants were provided an option of their choice of activity, thus 
increasing their engagement and commitment. As the participants were directly involved in the 

problem-solving activities or events, their level of commitment became higher. 

The studios in the LF involved team work as a part of its construct. These team projects, fostered 
initiative taking and team building skills in the participants.

  
Some of the aspects of this learner centric model within the studios were -

(i) Creating a safe space for children: Safe spaces had nothing to do with blame or shame or marginal-
ization. They were centered on the belief that everyone belongs. This brought in an understanding 
among participants that    they were not at fault for having lots of conflicting emotions and that these 

emotions are common to everyone, regardless of age, ability or background.  

(ii) Activities that ranged from basic to complex, allowing the child to choose one that is most relevant 
to her: In traditional classrooms, student work often looks the same-every student creates the same 
kind of artwork, or every student writes the same content, with the same style. When children are 
presented with choices, they will show what they have learned, becoming better problem solvers, 

more creative and more engaged. 

(iii) Learning by doing: Students learn better when they are actively engaged in the learning process. 
They will want to know more when they need to know more. 

(iv) Using available resources to facilitating learning: This advocates a radical change in the way we 
view and utilize locally available resources to move closer to sustainable development which provides 

quality education for all.

The studios which were setup during the LFs and had their specific outcomes – 

1. Puppetry and Storytelling
2. Toymaking and Upcycling

3. Movement and Expression
4. Music and Composition

5. Stitching and Embroidery
6. Art and Craft

7. Electronics and Tinkering

These mediums encouraged children to try and experiment with different material and methods, 
encouraging the ability to also express themselves. The studios enabled children to innovate, create 
and present their work with confidence. In the process of being exposed to these mediums, children 
were encouraged to take decisions and also understand responsibility. They were also encouraged to 
work in teams and share resources. The construct of the studios and activities enabled children to push 
their own boundaries and step out of their comfort zones. In the movement and expression studio, 
children were enabled to drop their inhibitions and acquire body confidence. It encouraged them to 

express themselves through their body.

The learning studios created a space for the child to investigate, try and experiment multi-mediums of 
learning. The studios gave ample resources both material and facilitator, to guide them to create their 
unique path to construct their learning. The studios were fully driven by the facilitators daily and 
created a safe, joyful and constructive space for children to explore and learn. They were designed and 

organized to be visually appealing.
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ICEBREAKERS 
AND ENERGIZERS
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An icebreaker is an activity, game or event that is used to welcome and warm up the conversation 
among the participants in a meeting, training class, team building session or any other event. Any 
event that requires people to comfortably interact with each other and a facilitator is an opportunity to 
use an ice breaker.

An effective icebreaker will warm up the conversation in a training class or a meeting, reinforce the 
topic of the session, and ensure that the participants enjoy their interaction and the session. When the 
participants don’t know each other, the icebreaker will help them introduce themselves to the other 
participants.
 
Icebreakers are used for fun, to know each other, as initial conversation starters. The key is to ensure 
that the participants enjoy the session. Icebreakers are followed by laughter and warms up the groups.
Icebreakers play a significant role in events in which communication and participant comfort level are 
important factors. They help ensure that all attendees are equal participants. They break down the 
barriers that exist inherently and by design in certain spaces.
 
An energizer is a brief activity that is intended to increase energy in a group by engaging them in 
physical activity, laughter, or in ways that engage the members cognitively (problem-solving).  The 
seeming nonsense of energizer games works well for many occasions: in the beginning of a session to 
focus and connect a group, in the middle of a session as a transition point from one activity to another, 
and in the end of a session to leave the group with a stimulating experience as well as a positive 
adjournment. Energizers are short, direct, simple and work well with all age groups.
 
Icebreakers and Energizers create a safe and positive space, because we work with vulnerable children 
in disadvantaged communities, many have experienced conflict, cultural challenges, bullying and 
more. During the LFs, the icebreakers and energizers worked to break emotional barriers such as anger, 
pride and anxiety, which are interfering factors to communicate respectfully, collaborate effectively, 
and help individuals reach their full potential. The upbeat music, groups, energy created a sense of 
excitement, liveliness and unity. The facilitator’s directions reinforced familiarity, likeness and similarity. 
And it all worked together to create a peaceful, positive and safe environment for the participants.
 
In the course of the LFs, after a few rounds of icebreakers and energizers, there were no more visible 
inhibitions among the children. They created a safe space, empowering the children to willingly act 
freely and to open up. The activities also seemed to introduce inclusion and gender equality. “Everyone 
has a different threshold of comfort. So sometimes it takes the girls a little longer to join the group, but 
when they see how easy it is to talk to boys or someone new and that the female facilitators are 
laughing and having fun, they start playing too. We never stopped until everyone had a chance to 
participate” exclaimed one of the facilitators who participated in the LFs. 

The energizers and icebreakers of the LFs were crafted with easy-to-follow rules so that anyone could 
participate in them at any time. They were also adaptable, and could be easily modified to accommo-
date the physical needs of the participants. There was no winning or losing so that the kids just got to 
be themselves and enjoyed playing. 
Icebreakers and Energizers are physical. They get the blood pumping to the body and the brain. 
Children need this because it physically and mentally gets them ready to sit in a studio and pay 
attention. It was largely observed to have increased their attention span.   
 



A fly in the mela

Bzzz…swoosh! ‘It’s chilly today’, thought Veera. ‘I want to sit on jalebis 
and fruits today’. Veera lives in Mandwa with his other house fly family 
and friends.Every day he bids good bye to his mother and buzzes 
through the market, sitting on the samosas and jalebis. Today was going 
to be different, an adventurous day that he has no idea about! Hearing 
the loud sounds and cheers, led him into the blue gates of the senior 
secondary school in Mandwa. ‘There are more children than usual 
today!’ He saw that the children were dancing to a song. There were 6 
young people dancing with them too. ‘Lot of smiling children today! 
Usually they are sitting inside their rooms, what is happening today?’, 
Veera thought to himself.

Veera the fly loves the colour blue. He was attracted to a blue coloured 
paper wheel that a student was making. He went and sat on the 
shoulder of a girl just to get closer to the colour blue. He saw that one 
of the young people were showing this young little girl to make the 
paper wheel. Veera leaned over for a better view and his eyes caught a 
glimpse of a white liquid, ‘Is that kheer!?’ and while he was flying to sit 
on the kheer, hands flew to stop him. ‘Oh these humans don’t let me 
taste their food!’ Battling the obstacles just like a scene from the movie 
- Mission Impossible, Veera was able to tackle the obstacles. A fly sees 
everything in slow-motion. ‘Aha! You will never be able to catch me!” 
he yelled. And splash! Found himself in the creamy white liquid. But 
wait. Why is it sticky? And it doesn’t taste sweet. What is this. Let me 
fly back up. Bzzz. Again Bzzz. And just then he heard laughter. He knew 
who that was. Makhialal and his gang of bullies. “Veera, that is 
fevicol!” Veera smirked and just then saw a stick coming towards him. 
“No no no don’t kill me!” Veera closed his eyes awaiting his end in fear. 
“Didi, is makkhi ko maine bachaya” (Sister, I saved this fly) said Jamuna, 
one of the students from the festival to her facilitator. 

Veera flew back to his home and narrated the entire incident to his 
mother. “There were a lot of children singing and playing today!” His 
mother laughed hard listening to his fevicol story. She also thanked 
Jamuna in her mind for saving her little son. 
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LEARNING FESTIVALS:
A way forward
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Learning Festivals are a six day long event to create a platform for schools and communities to come 
together to revive the spirit of learning. The processes in LF entails opportunities for children to explore 
several learning mediums. An enabling learning environment is very integral and critical to the design 
and execution of a LF. One dimensional approach to learning, under resourced schools, lack of human 
potential, absence of any robust accountability mechanism are leading to schools loosing the support 
and trust of the communities. Inabilities of schools to create joyful learning environment has alienated 
students and has resulted in huge learning deficit. Learning Festivals provide the framework with which 
to address the critical issues concerning a schooling community. As a tool, the Learning Festival can be 
applied across regions and communities. LF over the six day invites childrento explore several learning 
mediums through the means of learning studios. Children through guided facilitation apply their skills 
and contextual knowledge in an integrated form to demonstrate their learning, thus creating a positive 
affirmation of learnt skills on the last day of the festivals. LF performs the critical function of reinforcing 
learning and education as a community owned agenda.  More importantly LF creates a fertile ground 
for all the stakeholdersto come together to celebrate learning. The format allows all the parents, 
government officials, local leaders come together on the last day of the festival. They encourage 
children by listening to their learning stories, seeing their displays and often question. They also inspire 
critical insights. The LF on the last day encourages all the stakeholder to dialogue on important issues 
related to teaching-learning and building a shared vision.

In the next couple of years, the Learning Festival will travel across several districts in the country, 
bringing communities together, creating spaces for dialogue and changing the way stakeholders 
interact with each other. While we intend to carry out close to 540 learning festivals across Delhi, 
Rajasthan and Karnataka along with other grassroots organization, we hope to integrate the Learning 
Festival into the school calendar itself.  We have been encouraged by the local administration and 
government and there are initial signs of this being adopted by the schools. The Learning Festival aims 
to be a continuous process woven into the fabric of the school and community. 

Apart from engaging communities, the LF is built on the principles of innovation and exposure; innova-
tion in the studios and pedagogy of the learning festival goes through a process of constant churning 
of learning and unlearning; exposure implying creating avenues for children, teachers and community 
members to experience alternative mediums of learning and creating opportunities for deep learning 
of the same. In the coming several years, the research and development of creating content for the LF 
will be strengthened.
 
The pillars that hold up the Learning Festival are the facilitators who run the studios. As we chart the 
course of the LF, an important aspect that we intend to focus our energies on, is the facilitator. We aim 
to enhance the capabilities and open up opportunities for them to experience and facilitate studios 
through a community-centered approach.Through the next few years we are committed to nurture a 
cadre of grassroots educators and facilitators. The facilitators will undergo an experiential training and 
workshop in a periodic way on different set of competencies identified for them to be excellent 
educators and facilitators before each cycle of the festival. 

The other important mainstay of the Learning Festival is the Learning Manifesto. In the course of 
carrying out over 500 LFs, the Learning Manifesto will be the key to closing the loop of the discussions 
that have emerged at the beginning of the LF and the way forward at the end of a LF. Transformations 
at the systemic level are long drawn out processes but the Learning Manifesto coupled with the LF 
seeks to create learning community built on the principles of trust, collaboration and distributed 
leadership.
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म ूतो मेडा म� �हकवाने आयो 
मेडा को रंग तो घणो घणो भायो | 
चार चार बंगड़ी मोहे नी चावे 

�हकवा क� गाड़ी टॉप गैर माँ जावे |  

हो... हो... हो... हो... 
�हकवा रो जो अतरो मजो आयो 

मू मेडा म� आयो, म ूमेडा म� आयो | 


