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A far and long stretch of noth-
ingness epitomised by sand in-

for living, Well for water, Sun 
and more sun, then stars and 
a tiny lamp for light, a hard-

living.

Being born as girls in this soci-
ety their fate was submitted to 

the father and for the rest of 
the life to the man they are to 
be married off to.

the family - in want of a son. 

to a voiceless entity, and just 
then, happens the next ‘girl’.

While that story is ubiqui-
tous, there began weaving an-
other story in this desert of 
the world. Girls played, they 
laughed, they learnt and sang 
songs of their lives; and amidst 

-
ry education within a period of 
six months. 

It all started 15 years ago.  And 
so began the journey of the 
Balika Shivirs.





With inspiring memories of Shri Anil Bordia 

In gratitude to the tireless efforts of 

girls and their families, 



“I was amazed to see so many girls together in the desert. 
I had never seen so many girls at once. 

All the songs and the laughter…  Shivir was my home.”

Manori

“My courage, strength and my determination, I owe it 
all to the Shivir. I love my freedom. 

Shivir further broadened horizons for me.” 

Sweety

“Had I never been to the Shivir, I would have spent 
all my life in my backyard. If today I am studying on my own 

in Bikaner, it is only because of Shivir.”

“I am the only one educated in all of my village. 
Life would have been bound to sheep grazing and 

looking after children. But today I work for village betterment”

Salema
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Balika Shikshan Shivir or Residential 
Education Camps has been a major 

education movement facilitated by vari-
ous agencies in Rajasthan including Ur-
mul, Lok Jumbish and Doosra Dashak. 
These were bridge camps for girls who 
had either dropped-out of school or never 
had the opportunity to formal education. 
These were much more than just class-
room teaching. They focused on mould-

ing the personalities of the girls- enabling 
them to identify their possibilities, rec-

voice and exercising their rights. Between 
1995 and 2010, thousands of girls in hun-
dreds of these camps changed the course 

The Shivir
entire discourse of women education from 
opportunities to access, and attitudes to the 

Preface



delivery. It phenomenally changed the ways 
education for girl was looked at and deliv-
ered in desert society and state of Rajasthan. 
It resulted in an attitude change among the 
communities; challenged and thus tweaked 
the mainstream education system; brought 
the education opportunities within the 
reach of most marginalized girls and, most 

among thousands of girls that they could 
be the change as well as a change maker.

-
ing the scope, processes and eventual out-
comes of the Balika Shivirs. It is a narrative 
of how a planned intervention, passionately 
executed brings about a long-term genera-
tional change in the entire socio-system. 
What the girls have achieved is surely a tale 
of great learning, experience and inspira-
tion for systemic, intellectual, academic or 
project-based application and adaptation. It 
is something we can draw lessons from for 
a much needed introspection and innova-
tion in education. It is a model for scaling-

a whole lot of concurrent programmes. 
As girls’ reminisce the times, their expe-

riences bring to life the internalizing of 
their learning. Today, they steadfastly in-
teract with the society, knowing they are 
the ones shaping it through their families, 

hamlets and villages spread in the sand. 
This is a compilation of their journeys and 
of their experiences while they strive to 
mark a change in their respective systems.  
Sometimes struggling, sometimes strik-
ing, the girls have come a long way in an 

The second part of this book, sketches the 
lives of eleven young girls who have grown 
into amazingly strong and smart women. 

groups, and accordingly so range their ex-
periences and stories. Yet what brings them 
together is their deep-rooted spirit and 
wonderful memories from the Shivir they 
once attended. Journeying through ups 
and downs while painting their lives with 
hues of struggle, endurance, audacity, suc-
cess and celebration. These girls have come 
travelling far-far long. So many memo-
ries, so many stories foster them. Marking 
a battle of existence, survival and growth 
of womanhood not only among them-
selves but also in the society and the sys-
tems. These are just few of the in-numer-
ous stories of desert-rains from the Thar. 

Deepika Nayyar
August, 2012
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Part one
the ideation, process and the journey of Balika Shivir





  Water is scarce here. It is the way of liv-
ing. The climate is so harsh that it tests 
the strongest of the individuals. Intense 
sandstorms of summers and bone-chilling 
winds of winter sets the range of weather. 
Sheep and cattle grazing, in sands bound-
less, is work. With little options to life and 
livelihood, life here is a daily struggle. This 
is the Thar Desert- one of the oldest and 
the ninth largest subtropical desert of the 
world.
  The population is dense but sporadically 
disbursed across the region and with sea-
sons, it shuttles between village and ham-
let. The rain-dependent agriculture yields 
barely enough. The food, therefore, hardly 

families and the opportunity cost to con-

vert it to currency becomes exorbitantly 
high. This results in lesser prospects to 
break the vicious cycle, characterizing ex-
tremely low per capita income. 
  The access to services is mostly either ob-
structed or missing. The road that brings 
basic services of health, education, child-
care, livelihood and other welfare-state 
schemes rarely seems to reach villages in 
interiors of Thar. Even when it does, the 
ride is never an easy one - if there is a Pri-
mary Health Centre there is no nurse; if 
there is Anganwadi there is seldom an an-
ganwadi worker; where there is school, 
there may be a teacher- missing… 

Intrinsic human concerns like childcare 
or women health remain in the unac-
knowledged gaps. Adolescence becomes 

The Thar desert



coloured with cavities of information or 
the wrongly placed ones, eventually, lead-
ing to a weakly potent adult society. 
  Extending the physical and systemic dis-

parities, the village-societies are divided in 
handed-down feudalistic structures. The 
divisions going down in order of creed, 
caste, class, are apparent in ways the re-
sources are used, services are accessed and 
the aspirations realized. The patriarchal 
makeup of the community deepens dis-
parities in many ways like preference for 
male child, women subservience, lack of 
opportunities for girls’ education, mater-
nal and infant mortality. These complexi-
ties further manifest in child marriage, 
school dropout, purdah system and vio-

lence against women. Woman here is the 
victim of the victims- the weakest among 
the weak. She is marginalized in so many 
ways. The harsh-living scenarios couple 
with no-literacy and little opportunities 
for a woman to be an earning member in 

by no growth opportunities, positions an 
interlocking that binds her in a little space 
to think, let alone voice her concerns and 
voice them her way. 
  In this continues the life, as grows the de-
sert itself. This has been the desert of Thar 
for ages… 

Dry, harsh, testing, barely moist and 
rigidly masculine. 



Balika Shivir 
...a beginning



The last decade of the 20th century 
was a period of tremendous transi-
tions. The age-old discriminations 

based on gender - largely unacknowledged 
-

al spaces to national numbers and indices. 

accepted the falling sex ratio and raised 
alarms for the policy levels to take substan-
tial action. There were nine hundred and 
twenty-seven women to every thousand 
men, with even wider gaps in the child-sex 
ratio in India. 
  Internationally too, this was shaping up 
as a landmark period for gender discours-
es. The Beijing Conference in 1995, for 

-
er various arguments- setting contexts on 
a common platform. It enabled a lens that 
shifted focus on gender. This played a piv-
otal role in the way development was to be 
approached. Here forth, gender was to be-
come the thrust perspective for policy and 
implementation action. 
  This was the time of shifting gears in 
India. New ideas, new experiments, new 
approaches and new excitement- all were 
seeing spaces opening up for women. 
There was a surge of women coming forth 
to command their spaces in public. This 
‘New Indian Woman’ was educated, resil-
ient, self-dependent and was establishing 

population living in the rural villages re-
mained largely disconnected with this mass 
movement. 

The ‘New Indian women’ phenomenon 
gripped the larger towns and cities of the 
country. New ‘Gender lenses’ were thriv-
ing in these spaces. Contrastively, the idea 
of ‘issues of women’ was awaiting to ger-
minate in the rural as yet. The ‘plight of 
the women’ was same everywhere but the 

opportunities elsewhere in the country still 
remained akin to the patriarchal and preju-
diced societal norms. The female literacy 
rate stood at only thirty-nine percent- ex-
plicitly revealing the limited scope of this 
global ‘awakening’. 
  The conditions in this desert were more 
complicated. The female literacy rate in 
Rajasthan was twenty percent, while in 
the rural areas, it further dipped to a low of 
eleven percent. The status of primary edu-
cation in Rajasthan had serious gaps. High 
drop out rates, poor training of teachers, 
inadequate curriculum development, infra-
structural inadequacies and systemic dis-

-
up and traditional practices, would lead to 
an environment in villages that was a poor 
motivation for education. 
  To work on a reform-lead long lasting 
change, targeted, well-designed and quali-
tatively implemented programmes were 
needed. In Rajasthan, many factions came 
together with their experiences, ideas, and 

for putting gender in contexts- in services, 
governance, and in the policy. Innovative 
programmes, like Shiksha Karmi, Non For-
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mal Education (NFE), Lok Jumbish and 
District Primary Education Programme 
(DPEP) came into existence. Among these, 
a unique initiation was made in the form of 
Balika Shivir, bringing focus on the acces-
sibility and availability of education.
  Balika Shivir, ‘a bridge programme to for-
mal education, using innovations in learn-
ing’ was conceptualized as six-month resi-
dential camp. This was a hybrid approach 
to prepare young women for new perspec-
tives and new possibilities. In its core- re-

long-term goal to appropriate gender bal-
ance in the society. 

Balika Shivir

Following a series of dialogues at multiple 
levels and drawing learning from similar  
initiatives like MV Foundation in Andhra 
Pradesh, a blueprint for Balika Shikshan 
Shivir or Girls’ Education Camp was con-
ceptualized. The core idea was to apply ed-
ucation to equip girls with knowledge and 

and ascertain choices, opportunities and 

  The Shivirs (the popular name for Girls’ 
Education Camp) were developed as six-
month, all-paid-for, fully residential edu-
cation camps for girls aged between 10-17 
years. The participants were to be those de-
prived of any education or dropped-out of 

or systemic issues. Primary but not the ex-
-

stituted the poorest, weakest and most mar-
ginalized sections in the society. 
  The idea for Balika Shivirs was to prepare 
girls to be comprehensively resilient and 
adaptive in their own ways, to respond to 
various stimuli. Beyond classroom learn-
ing, they were to arm the girls with capac-
ity to tackle the challenges in nutrition, 
maternal care, child care and sanitation- on 
health fronts; in language, cognition, and 
expressions- on their learning front; and on 
the social front- to create, foster and sus-

independence. The camps established wid-
er contexts to challenge gaps in education, 
administration and society. Towards long-
term reforms, the camps aimed at demys-
tifying issues in gender and adolescence 
including child marriage, lack of opportu-
nities, violence against women, reproduc-
tive health and constructs of biases based on 
gender, caste and class. 
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Approach at Balika Shivir: 

The Balika Shivir had two goals embed-
ded in direct response to local issues- to fa-
cilitate girls’ optimal growth- physical and 
intellectual- by making them the primary 
focus in a system, and to enable their en-
try in mainstream education by providing 
with the  literacy opportunity. The Shivir 
developed some unique approaches that 
were critical in the wholeness of the pro-
gramme. Its long-term goal was to make 
girls aware of their rights and opportunities, 

strength and to foster critical awareness of 
the self and  the communities. 

Accessibility

Prejudices against girls’ education stood 
as biggest barriers. People were not ready 
to send their daughters to school and the 

prime concern was their safety. This had 
to be overcome for the parents to be con-
vinced. To deal with this, the Shivirs were 
organized at a nodal location of 15-20 vil-
lages. This way the girls and their families, 
from within-the-range villages, could be 
persuaded to attend these fully residential 
camps. Unlike schools, the girls did not 
need to travel long distances ‘alone’ every-
day. In result, it was possible to convince 
the families and communities to send their 
young daughters away for six months-  
something almost impossible in this part of 
the world. In each Shivir, approximately a 
hundred girls lived with their teachers for 
6-8 months in a well-resourced, healthy 
and conducive learning environment. This 
brought together girls on one platform to 
facilitate peer learning. The residential for-
mat of the Shivir provided girls their space 
and freedom from household work, giving 
them time to study and focus on learning.  
Girls, this way, studied in an infrastructure 

Pedagogy, Curriculum and Innovation

The Shivir integrated formal and non-for-
mal teaching methods. It followed the state 
primary education curriculum. Along with 
regular curriculum in Science, Numbers, 
Logics and Language- the program incor-
porated health, social justice, gender em-
powerment and climate modules. 
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  For cohesive teaching and learning, the 
girls were divided into sections. At the on-
set, they were evaluated and categorized in 
sections, for cohesive teaching and learn-
ing, based on their capability. There would 

each. To avoid any coercive learning- di-
rect or indirect- the teachers taught each 
section according to their collective pace 
and learning capacities. The girls were pre-
pared before the actual process of education 
started. This ranged from using songs, folk 
stories, and drawings. Once the girls adapt-
ed to their new surroundings and were ea-
ger to learn, the teaching moved to more 
elaborate concepts and in-depth exercise. 
The segmentations were dynamic and con-

focused and student driven learning. Girls 
grasped at their own pace and most impor-
tantly without developing any complexes. 
This instilled a healthy self competition 
which the girls indulged in, enjoying bet-
tering the self.
 
Life skills

Incorporating and adapting the govern-
ment primary school curriculum into 
practice, was rather a task much achiev-
able. More taxing was to incorporate cur-
riculum to mentor girls with soft skills. 
Developing their understanding of health, 
hygiene, sanitation, puberty changes, sexu-
ality, pre and post natal care, childcare and 
other issues women deal with. These con-

cepts were carefully integrated in an eve-
ryday routine of the Shivir. Every evening 
was dedicated for focus group discussions 
on a particular theme. The teachers would 
give background information for establish-
ing the understanding of the issue. Girls 
were encouraged to put forth views, chal-
lenges or experiences they have either faced 
or had witnessed. Girls discussed- and so 

Bringing them into sphere of discussions 
helped them shed their inhibitions and gave 
girls the necessary information and con-
texts on issues around them. It also gave 
them the courage to examine themselves as 
subjects, for instance many girls were child 
brides but did not know or understood 
what this meant and what its consequences 
could be. Most importantly, it helped them 
build a strong basis to incorporate change 
in their lives and encourage everyone else 
to alter their attitudes. 
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Participatory and collective living

The girls would participate in all aspects 
of the Shivir – from basic management to 
documenting, to organizing small events, 
monitoring systems, developing learning 
material, cleanliness of the premise etcet-
era. This way the educational camps incul-
cated collective living and responsibility. 
In sub-groups, each had a set responsibil-

ity they carried out in rotation– one group 
would take charge of the kitchen, the other 
would see to the cleanliness of the toilets, 
another would be responsible for rooms or 
classes, while another would look after the 
plantations outside. This tuned them to a 
sense of responsibility and discipline and 
gradually it developed to become a habit 
and attitude. Camps were an extension of 
their homes, and gave them a true sense 
of ownership while simultaneously disci-
plining them. Girls were well aware that 
the camp would come to a close and they 
would have to return home. To make best 
use of this time they had, the onus was on 
themselves.  They would learn in their own 
way while maintaining their best pace. 
  Initially, because of their prior exposure, 
the girls were uncomfortable mingling 

When they worked together, they over-
come the barriers of caste, religion and 
class. The girls gradually shed their inhi-
bitions and reservations while increasingly 
communicating and cooperating among 
themselves. Within few weeks, the girls - in 

the numbers usually as high as 100 - would 
-

entiate again. 

All-inclusive learning

Song, Dance and Yoga were an integral part 
of  daily schedules. Through these, the girls 
crystallized their learning. The songs like 
“Mere sapno ko jaanane ka haq” (My dreams 
have a right to know) “Saaton bhayan ri ek 
benadli” (I am a sister amongst seven broth-
ers, yet the least cared for), “Babul choti si 
umar mein parnaiyo mati ” (Father don’t get 
me married at such a tender age), “Main 
tum ko vishwaas doon” (I build trust in you) 
and more helped the girls recognize the in-
equalities and biases that existed in the so-
ciety. It served to establish a very important 
connect through fun and play.
Activities, like regular exhibitions, dis-

cussions with guest speakers, participation 
in national days celebrations and festivals, 
gave girls the exposure to interact with a 
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world wider from theirs. These opportu-
nities opened their understanding for new 
contexts while re-according their own. Ex-
cursions to bigger cities and towns were 
a planned and integral part of the pro-
gramme. Through these, the girls would 
see and understand the variations in life-
styles and contexts. These exposures often 
lead them to enriching thought patterns 
and a deeper understanding of society. One 
of the most essential outcome of this was 
that girls would overcome their fear of fac-
ing ‘unseen’, ‘new’ or ‘bigger’. 

Health and Development

Understanding the health status of women 
and adolescents in the region, it was nec-
essary to ensure well-rounded growth of 
the girls. Balika Shivir was also an inter-
vention to bring health into their growth 
perspective. To monitor this closely, when 
the girls came to the camps, each of their 
haemoglobin levels, height and weight 
were recorded. Mid and end term health 
evaluations were made to assess the growth 

of girls. During the  six-month period, 
proper diet, multivitamins and mineral 
supplements nourished girls. The landmark 
achievement, in this way, was to deliver 
proper care and nourishment to thousands 
of young girls, in the desert, to help them 
grow into healthy adults. 
  As a general practice, women and girls in 

as sanitary napkins. This was the main 
cause for higher prevalence of Leucor-
rhoea in women. To inculcate a hygienic 
practice, the girls were taught to use sani-
tary napkins. The girls were encouraged 
to make these using old pieces of cloth at 
home. This helped them understand, devel-
op and practice complete healthcare which 

-
ishment and wellbeing. Hands-on solutions 
and practices helped monitor and overcome 
barriers in addressing health problems on 
their own. These, they carried back home 
and permeated bigger change processes. 
This way, they became the change, the car-
riers of change and the change-makers

Community and parental support

Balika Shivir was a unique initiative spread-
ing education into families and the village-
societies. They shouldered the elaborate 
task of preparing communities to take 
ownership and responsibility of their girl’s 
education. Every Sunday, parents would 
visit their daughters at the campus. During 
Shivir, with weeks passing, the parents’ ea-
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witnessing the change in their daughters. 
This directly involved the parents in the 
lives of their daughters and this laterally re-

taking care of the Shivir as the custodians 
of the institution. 
  All essentials, like toiletries and bedding 
were provided by the parents. The camps 
were full-paid-for programme, but each 
time parents visited, they would voluntarily 
contribute for the Shivir - in whatever they 

the resilience and helped in the operational 
costs. This was encouraged so people and 
society realize and acknowledge that in-
vesting in girls’ education and well-being is 
equally important. Communities’ support 
and participation also worked as evaluation 
mechanism to ensure quality in every as-
pect at Shivir. Each Shivir recorded a pleas-
antly fast and long lasting change in the 
ways the families and communities treated 
their daughters.  A bigger societal reform 
was gradually shaping up this way.
  
Teachers and the right emphasis

‘The student is as good as the teacher’- 
believed the Shivir. To facilitate extensive 
learning in limited time, it was essen-
tial, that the teachers were sensitive, well-
trained and their enthusiasm remained high 
throughout. While preparing, before each 
Shivir, the teachers were specially oriented 
in pedagogy and the innovative teaching 

methods. Given the social contexts and 
the practical details- special trainings were 
conducted to sensitize them in understand-
ing the nuances of girls’ lifestyles, expo-
sures and challenges in the Thar contexts. 
Their primary responsibility was to build 
an environment where, subtly, the girls shed 
their notions of caste and class, understood 

themselves and prepare for their roles in 
welfare of their community. The learning 
followed automatically.
  An important task was to continuous-
ly evaluate and train teachers during the 
camps itself. For this, many internal and 
external processes were embedded in the 
design. These extensively trained teachers 
were spontaneous and innovative in their 
pedagogy. For instance – at one of the 

-
rooms. They had lived all their years in the 
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vastness of the sands. The teacher started 
taking their classes out in the open. The 
girls did astonishingly well. The Shivirs, 
thus, were a laboratory with constant in-
novations in holistic teaching methods and 

opportunity for course corrections. 
  Daily, group meetings, at the end of each 
day were an important platform and tool to 
discuss, learn and plan. Dialogues were fa-

camps being conducted simultaneously in 
the region. Facilitating feedback- the girls 
regularly participated in these dialogues, in a 
highly friendly atmosphere. Many external 
visitors and resource persons, from institu-
tions like NCERT, education departments, 
NGOs were often visiting the camps to 
share their knowledge, skills and experienc-
es. All these multidimensional approaches 
helped teachers evaluate themselves, correct 

be even closer to their prodigy. 

Assessment, monitoring and evaluation 

Regular monitoring and evaluation were 
important and unique features of Shivir. A 
three-parameter mechanism ensured com-
prehensive assessment for immediate and 
long-term course corrections. Academic 
progress, girls’ health and most impor-
tantly, evaluating teaching excellence, in 
this way, ensured and enriched the quality. 
Monitoring girls’ growth was a two-stage 

process of internal and external evaluation. 
At the onset, girls were evaluated bench-
marking the physical, behavioural and 
cognitive progress. Mid-term tests were 
conducted to measure progress and the re-
cords were maintained for each girl. At the 

conducted to mark the overall progress.  An 
external team of senior teachers from gov-
ernment education department prepared 

ensured absolute neutrality in the examina-
tion. The classes, the girls graduated varied 

-
cation based on which, the girls could for-
mally be enrolled in the next grade in the 
government schools. 
  The camps did not create disconnects 
with the outside world, and were continu-

-
cals like community, observers, volunteers, 
researchers, teachers etcetera. They were 
multiplying the change amongst the girls 
who could not be a part of these camps, 
the youth in villages, families, local gov-
ernance and other nodes with which they 
interacted. This way, the girls were implic-
itly building a social change in hundreds of 
villages. It was the newest, innovative and 
a youthful initiative made possible in dec-
ades, in this part of the world. 
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The hustle bustle begins at dawn. The 
girls wake up and chitter-chatter, 

songs and rhyme engulfs the campus. Run-

morning, as they get ready for the day. 
Bathing queues are marked with quarrel-

the atmosphere. This happens everyday. 

more enthusiasm. 
  Finishing up, the morning routine, some 
sit to recap yesterday’s classes, practice it 
loud, in any of those silent corners, while 
some are at  Kund (underground water tank) 
drawing water to wash their clothes. Many 
are in the dormitories or classes, clearing 
out the sand from the night’s storm. An 
hour’s yoga and exercise is a daily practice 
irrespective of the season. The energy, in 
the campus, is at its prime. Breakfast soon 
follows. The corridor adjoining the kitchen 
is cleared and the mats are in place. Girls are 
eager to begin with classes but after eating. 
It’s around 9 in the morning. 
  The morning assemblies are where girls  
present their thoughts on particular topic 
assigned last night in groups. They put 
forth their ideas and shed their inhibitions 

-
dence by addressing big gathering. Outside 
the classes, food is being prepared while 
sun is heading up westward. The classes 
break for lunch at 1:30. The girls are no-
where near the exhaustion. An hour later 

-
ent classes, the girls are learning science, 
math, language, environment and about 
the world around. 
  Generally, the evenings are to engage in 
an informal time with organizing games 
and cultural activities such as songs, dances, 
plays, skits, discussions on social and youth 
issues. This is the time when the stories 
come visiting them. But today, its Sunday! 
Parents have come to meet- with eager eyes 
some waited the whole day to meet their 
girl. So want to know every bit of what is 

learnt. This day will end with the teach-
ers meeting for their core group discussions 

screening. This is one of the Sundays of the 
camp. 

 (A memoir by Gopaldan Barhat, caretaker at 
so many camps in the years gone by.)

A day at Shivir
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Kishori Prerna Manch 
Young Girls Forum



In the six months in the Shivir, girls 
journeyed and catapulted years, ac-

cumulating a bank of knowledge and 
many wonderful experiences. But, back 
home, life remained unchanged. The so-
ciety was neither prepared nor supportive 
of these beginnings. For the girls, it was a 
long battle they were setting out on, real-
izing gradually, that the journey that be-
gins at the Shivir goes a long way in their 
lives. They needed support and strength 
to carry forth the change and to infuse it 
further into their families and communi-
ties. This support and strength was to come 
from the alumni of the Shivir in the region. 
Sharing and understanding common ref-

erences and contexts was becoming a pop-
ular and much enjoyed practise amongst 
the girls from Shivir. These alumni groups 
were gaining popularity in villages. The 
fraternity of these popularly known- Shivir 
Girls- were leading to formations of a robust 
youth platform for inspiration and change 
at village level. Considering the change-
making potential of these alumni groups, 
these were formally organized into girls’ 
forums called Kishori Prerna Manch (KPM). 
Kishori Prerna Manch is a platform for, and 

-
ions and thoughts on the issues they rec-
ognize as important. This binds the girls 
with their Shivir friends and with other 
girls in village. The KPM meets once a 
month to discuss ideas, plans, issues and 

a member or their family. The success of 
KPMs lies in young minds understand-
ing issues, bringing forth their contexts, 
and probing indigenous and localized so-
lutions to the problems. They plan for 
action and work accordingly to achieve 
the set goals. KPMs are facilitated by the 
ASHA, Anganwadi Worker, schoolteacher 
in the village and an NGO team-member.
Girls in hundreds of villages after the Shivirs 

have worked on issues ranging from health, 
immunization, mother and child care to 
child marriage, domestic violence, girls’ ed-
ucation, violence in school, gender equal op-
portunity and caste discriminations etcetera. 
KPMs in this way help build a cadre 

of well-informed, proactive, responsi-
ble and sensitive young change mak-
ers. They weave newer possibilities with 
the existing opportunities and chal-
lenges to strengthen the existing systems. 
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The Journey



The start of the Balika Shivirs was not 
an easy journey. People and teams 

who were to engage in implementation 
of the Shivir had been working with the 
communities in the remotest parts of the 
desert, for more than a decade. When the 
idea was introduced to the teams, it gener-
ated a lot of apprehension. They knew the 
cultural subtexts and dealt with gender bi-
ases and social challenges on a daily-basis. 
They knew, a girl seldom stepped outside 
home and never really was allowed to inter-
act with strangers. Going out and staying 
away for six months and that too for some-
thing like education was unimaginable. It 

those who were working with the villages. 
  Nonetheless, with great enthusiasm to-
wards this challenging experiment, the ef-

forts began. The teams, along with their es-
tablished networks of Community Health 
Workers, Teachers, and other ambassadors 
of organizations in the villages, set out for 
small beginnings to convince many. The 
initial reactions were disheartening-

Grown up girls going to schools. Men 
would be all around them. We cannot 
let our daughters be a sight for the world 
to see. Who would look after the cattle, 
household chores and younger children, 
if girls were not home? You would take 
our girls and sell them in Punjab and 
Delhi. Girls would be ‘spoilt’ if they step 
out of home; who would marry them 
then? 

These and more such scepticisms framed 
the challenges in bringing the girls to 
camps initially. Parents could not believe 
that in a period of six months, their girls 
could complete primary schooling, hav-
ing never been to school. The results of 
an initial social benchmarking survey had 
revealed that the girls engage in as many 

-
sponsibility, irrespective of their age, fam-
ily, community or village. Girls rarely got 
time for education. They stayed home and 
their lives revolved around looking after 
their siblings, helping in household chores, 

their ‘own’ homes, where the similar story 

1996- 2000
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We gathered women in my village and 
discussed with them at length, ex-

plained to them the importance of Shivirs 
but there was no response. They said how 
could we trust someone with our daughters 
and what if they do something to our daugh-
ters, who would take responsibility? It was 

have never allowed! 
  Even when I brought my daughter to the 
Shivir, people in the village would taunt 
me. They made fun of me. Now when they 
see, she is doing her graduation in Bikaner; 
they look at her in awe. It makes me proud. 
Everyone come to her to have any papers or 
things like that read. Today, they say, Babri 

have been doing well too. Everyone sends 
their children to the village school now.”

Babri Bai, a Community Health Worker 



not need to be educated; they were being 
trained in their household duties and for 
whatever skills they would require in their 
lives. Many girls had been married, but as 
customary, were at their maternal homes 
until an appropriate time for them to go. 
This was usually around early to mid ado-
lescence. 
  Tackling misconceptions, preconceived 
notions and rumours, the teams had a task 

To reassure parents about the safety, a wom-

stay at the Shivir, till she was convinced of 
the facilities, safety and the environment. It 
was also provisioned that if not convinced 
the women could take back their wards 

with over hundred girls participating. With 
all the concerns and reassurances that exist-
ed, the achievement in this beginning was 
that now the parents were evaluating pos-
sibilities of educating their daughters.  The 
community was also very closely observing 
these Shivirs. The women who had stayed 

-
will ambassadors taking home positive 
feedback. This grew stronger every time 
the girls visited home and their parents wit-

observations were their improved health- 

subsequently.  
  The real ambassadors were the girls from 

back, made their parents proud. The par-

ents and communities 
saw how the girls 
insisted on clean wa-
ter, sanitation, healthy 
food and basic hygiene. 
This encouraged those who 
had refrained from sending their 

instance. The frequencies of camps 
were increasing with this growing sup-
port of families and villages. The inter-
vention successfully broke the myth that 
the poor and deprived did not want their 
children to study. It also rejected the hy-
pothesis of various researches that estab-
lished that ‘the marginalized held biases 
against education’. The doors that were 
locked for girls for so long were now seeing 

  Close to 3500 girls were already making 
their presence felt in their homes and vil-

-
ing spaces for themselves and were eager to 
share their learning. They were congregat-
ing in their villages to form young girls’ 
forum. Kishori Prerna Manch was energiz-
ing villages with new lens to look at girls 

also exposed the gaps in traditional pro-
cesses of service delivery systems- in health 
and education. The camps were becoming 
wider platforms for dialogue about the sys-
tem discrepancies. Thus, ‘an alternative’ to 
the known and practiced was beginning to 
bridge policy and grassroots, using various 
discourses, challenges and opportunities.  
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T was not open at all. It was not like now. 
Women could not even speak at home, let 
alone speak elsewhere. Girls had no choice 
but to remain invisible. What education! 
When I had my daughter, I had never even 
dreamt that she could get an opportunity 
like this. It was beyond my imagination 
and sending her to the Shivir was a tough 

It was her father’s decision to send her. I 
sometimes wonder, what motivated him! I 
see the change in her and she has changed 
the way I did things. Even things like clean-

liness in house, she is so good at it…

I think all girls must be educated.”

Sua Devi



  

Second Five Years

The initial years of the new millen-
nium were very dynamic and event-

ful in many areas. Millennium Develop-
ment Goals were in place and the country 

for fundamental improvements in MDG 
themes by leaps and bounds. Panchay-

powerful and directly responsible for vil-
lage level governance. Localisation of ac-

in implementation of projects. Several big 
welfare schemes were being launched, or 

Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA), National Ru-
ral Health Mission (NRHM)- all these and 
many other National and State level pro-
jects were setting higher tones for action at 
village levels. 

-
coming more visible. Roads, electricity and 

-
lages. Between droughts and failed crops, 
people were beginning to explore newer 

possibilities to either enhance their income, 
or explore new prospects of livelihoods. In 
all this euphoria, education and the infor-
mation were emerging as key game-chang-
ers. ‘The power of word will be the key in 
days to come and youth were going to be 
the change-driver’, was a message, clearly 
percolating down the veins of society. 
  Synchronously, Balika Shivirs were dis-
pensing many positive outcomes. On an 
average 70-85% of girls participating in 
each Shivir were completing grade 4 or 5 in 
the course of six months, and the majority 

-
ment in upper primary or middle schools. 
They were exploring more education, in an 
environment that was becoming conducive 
to girls’ education, like never before. 
  Communities were opening up to let girls 

Shivirs, even those who had not been to 
the Shivir were increasingly sent to schools. 
Families and communities had seen the 
possibilities and were encouraged. The ini-
tial thrust being provided by the Shivir, fol-
lowed by Kishori Prerna Manchs and many 
other government or non-government 
initiatives opened the locked-down gates. 
People were coming out in open, accepting 
that they wanted their girls’ to be educated. 
These families- who were largely margin-
alized in the village system, now had seen 
all- the impact, the reason and the oppor-
tunity. The Balika Shivirs were breaking a 

education. 

1996- 2000
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daughter. 
I can never put it in words. 
It brought tears to my eyes. 

It was overwhelming to imagine 
her write, something I can’t do… 

A mother’s recollections of her 
daughter in Shivir



  Schools were no longer ‘boys only’ spac-
es. They were gaining centre stage for the 
girls. As practiced, girls sat either in cor-
ridors adjoining classrooms or right at the 
back in class. It was almost impossible for 
them to hear and concentrate on what was 
being taught. These dynamics began to 
change- The girls, who had been to the 
Shivir, began sitting in the classrooms at 

-
est example, of they claiming their equal 

sex’, in villages, was beginning to calibrate 
the power dynamics. 
  Traditionally, the schools were hardly the 
place, the girls in the villages, would go to. 
So the infrastructure necessities rarely had 
any consideration in the school administra-
tion. But with the numbers of girls’ enrol-
ment quickly rising, these and more of such 
requisites were being realized, bringing the 
facilities in the school under scanners. Sep-
arate toilets, which until now were not a 
perceived requirement, were of immediate 
necessity.  On the other front, camps were 
being conducted continuously. With the 
incremental frequency and their adaptive 
quality, these further established the con-
trasting realities between the mainstream 
schools and the Shivir way of learning for 
girls. 
  Balika Shivirs were looping in necessary 
and fundamental attitude changes in the 
society. The impact was so inspiring that 
the community began asking to organize 

-

ary education. Many villages in the region 
had only primary schools and girls as well 
as boys were left with no options or oppor-
tunities to pursue education further. Most 
children dropped out as they would have to 
travel a minimum distance of 7-10 kilome-
tres, to reach their nearest school. In a big 
shift and perhaps to everyone’s surprise, in 
this context, the communities also started 
asking for Shivirs to be conducted for boys 
as well.  
  Girls left the Shivir with a heightened 
awareness on issues related to health and nu-
trition. They became particular about their 
personal hygiene and insisted on the issues 
such as gender equality, maternal health 
and care, vaccination, hygiene sanitation. 

overcome reservations and discriminations 
the society held towards girls, understood 
that these were meaningless and were de-
termined to change it for other girls around 
them. They were visibly more assertive in 

meanings to their achievements in educa-
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-
ernment School in Lunkaransar. He as-
sessed the girls for six consecutive years. 

we were apprehensive of the quality of ed-
ucation imparted to the girls at the Shivir. 
We did not believe that those girls who had 
never been to school could learn anything in 
six months. We wondered, ‘what we strug-

to do it in six months. This was impossible 
we smirked.     
  But when I evaluated the results, I was 
astonished to see the miracle unfold before 

evaluated them, I would have never believed 
it. I know the social context too well and the 

Seeing the results, I personally pledged my 
-

ued my association evaluating and helping 
in creation of the curriculum and learning 
materials in the Shivirs.”



tion but were, also getting more spaces and 
grounds to build their futures on. Contrast-
ing pictures were also emerging from the 
homes which had girls from the Shivir and 
which didn’t. The health and hygiene in 
families of Shivir girls were showing stark 
improvements. Families became more aware 
about diseases and medical facilities. They 
were discarding their superstitions around 
health and were growing less apprehensive 
of seeking immediate medical assistance. 
Lactating mother care and early childhood 
development were two clear areas, which 
were witnessing a radical improvement. 
Adopting small changes in their routines 
and hygiene streamlined this. 
The girls progressively advocated good 

nutrition and health for pregnant and lac-
tating mothers. They facilitated informa-
tion on vaccination and immunization and 
helped the community health workers with 
this.  Amongst their adolescent peers, they 
talked about puberty and dealing with the 

changes. They insisted on range of issues, 
from taking iron supplements to planning 
smaller families, and to promoting their 
families towards health and prosperity. The 
growing numbers of Shivir alumnus, and 

a force majeure. The small alterations they 
were bringing in the lifestyles were show-
ing results. They were setting in a focus 
shift on women and their critical concerns. 
They were supporting the Community 
Health Workers and Anganwadi Work-
ers in villages to advocate and deliver for 
health, safe motherhood and childcare. 
This way they were equally gaining trust 
and respect in their homes and villages.
  A common trait in the society until now 
was that women’s health was least on pri-
ority. Immediate attention was paid to the 
health and upkeep of the livestock, but if a 
woman was dying, it raised little concern. 
The girls put a halt to this attitude. Their 
knowledge of commonly prevalent diseas-
es, their prevention, and of health practices, 
helped them take immediate measures to 
check and arrest health hazards. The girls 
began insisting on family planning not 
only for themselves, but also advocating 
it amongst their sisters, sisters-in-law and 
friends. They explained the virtues of small 

-
dren’s health. They insisted on supplemen-
tary nutrition for adolescents and pregnant 
and lactating women. Along with this, 
they also spread awareness on social welfare 
schemes. 
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I am physically challenged but I don’t 
worry about this anymore. I have my 
goals set straight ahead of me. I am 
preparing to be a teacher and simul-
taneously pursuing my post-gradu-
ation. I live in Jaisalmer alone. Who 
would have taken me to school, had I 
not been to the Shivir? 

Translations, a reminiscing Nirma, 



All the positive outcomes gradually 

The Shivirs developed trust and together-
ness for educating girls in the society. The 
girls’ congregation strengthened their will 
to study. They motivated each other and 
persuaded families and communities to al-
low them education. The changes were not 
only witnessed by parents rather they were 
becoming active participants in the pro-
cess too- initiating a deliberation for the 
change. They became advocates of change 
encouraging girls’ for Higher Education. 
People’s outlook towards girls and their ed-
ucation started shifting from traditional si-
los to opening up the spaces. The girls were 
continuing with their education, and were 
taking decisions for their future – some-
thing inexistent in the cultural subtexts, so 
far. Girls were looking at options to liveli-
hood and employment, like teaching, tai-
loring, ASHA, ANM, Anganwadi worker, 
etcetera. The families allowing daughters 
and daughters-in-law to step out and work, 
was a big achievement for the girls and the 
society, at large. They were strengthen-
ing the local systems by- questioning and 
highlighting the systemic gaps, becoming 
a strong and value workforce within the 
village, and interlocking responsibility and 
accountability into systems.

-
virs now running in parallel, were coming 
out in the mainstream. They were explor-

homes, in schools, Kishori Prerna Manch’s, 

colleges, jobs and so on. They were striding 
towards – what the world calls – the ‘bot-
tom of the pyramid’ empowerment. 
Society’s attitude started transforming 

to such extents that on one hand these re-
sulted in delaying girls’ marriage age from 
traditional 13-15 to seventeen-eighteen or 
sometimes more; while on the other- to 
everyone’s surprise, the girls’ education 
and Shivir experience started emerging as 
an important consideration during match-
making and marriages.  After marking 
successful and long lasting changes for 
the generations to follow at their paren-
tal homes, the girls were continuing their 
journeys to their marital homes, with con-
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When the girls came back from the Shivir, 
it was amazing to see their sureness. They 
had so many new things to talk about. They 
would come and help me bring women for 
vaccination. The people in the village are 
superstitious about everything, from birth 
to death. These girls in their families have 
changed this. Another change is the age of 
marriage. Ten years ago girls as young as 

-
ryone is sending their daughters to school. 
Marriage is not the only option in a girl’s 
life, anymore. I have seen ten girls change 
lives of so many in the village. 

Anganwadi worker in Mandaal village, nar-
rating her observations of the girls from 
Shivir and village  



In all positivity, girls were carriers of 
change and change makers. They were 

crafting delicate blends of their traditional 
knowledge and new learning. They were 
not replacing the traditional pools of ex-
pertise and experience, but in a reformist-

-
ances between their lives and their learning. 

They were creating ripples in the society 
by questioning the practiced approaches of 
living, and forcing the society to rethink 
and accord its references and beliefs to the 
changes in time. In result, the society was 
growing more receptive of these transfor-
mations and was realizing the value of in-
vesting in girls, their education and health. 
Society was emphatically recognizing and 
appreciating girls’ contribution in building 

delivery of services, accessing information 

2005- 2010

40



eight kilometres away. I was not allowed to 
walk that distance alone. So after the class 

my parents wanted me to. Then I completed 
eighth and tenth in the Shivir” narrates Li-
chma of Nakodesar in Bikaner district. Like 
Lichma many girls and boys dropped out of 
school because of the distance they had to 
travel. Secondary education Balika Shivirs 

-

the community. 



and generating awareness in all spheres- 
from governance, to health to education, 
to welfare in the village systems. The idea 
‘Women’s leading participation in society 
is of utmost necessity for balance and its 

wider scopes.
  The Thar was rapidly adapting to these 
outcomes while the discourses and cur-
rents ‘outside’ were shifting again. Vari-

to create a situation of chaotic rapidity in 
the nation. The second half of the decade 
was seeing the economy and its dynamics 

increasing and markets were distributing 
wealth erratically. The governments were 

-

programmes. These were infusing more 
money into the local systems to strength-
en their capacities to grow and fortify the 

economy. The state was realizing the po-
tential in youth and was aggressively work-
ing towards drawing from this high value 
demographic dividend. 
  The development discourse was radically 
shifting towards more centralized-structure 
approach with infusion of large-scale gov-
ernmental schemes and policies. It was be-
ing believed that systemic gaps could only 
be bridged systemically! This was indenting 
the development and NGO sector towards 
an advocacy and rights-based approach to 
add value to the implementation of sys-

for NGOs and the government led mam-
moth centralized schemes were covertly 
surmounting a massive challenge for inno-
vative development discourses and actions. 
Amidst all this, The Balika Shivir was fac-
ing a unique challenge. The community 
dependence on the Shivir for girls’ edu-
cation was augmenting. Families were re-
fraining from sending their daughters 
to government schools, preferring Shivir 
over them. Balika Shivirs were becoming 

in just a matter of six months would ‘learn 
and complete’ classes 5, 8 or 10, and that 
too, with better quality of education. ‘If 
in three years she could complete class X, 
why is there a need for ten years of school-
ing’ was becoming  a popular notion. The 
Shivir was not conceptualized to replace or 
create a parallel system to the mainstream 
education platforms, rather, innovate an 
approach which could be used, devel-

42



would hide behind bushes if a car passed by, 
I used to be so afraid. But, now I can even 



bridge gaps for those who missed the initial 
or founding years of their education. It was 
to provide thrust to girls’ education and to 
initiate a process of change on progressive 

  Consciously, the Shivirs were withdrawn 
in 2009, with the goals set to manifest 
learning from these into new initiatives in 
education. The plan was to monitor and 
interpret the dynamics over a substantial 
period, so wide and consolidated experi-
ences could be drawn, shared and infused 
into large scale projects like Sarva Shiksha 

Abhiyan and Right to Education. In ret-
rospect, Balika Shivir proved that with the 
support of society and using existing social 
engines, even a meagre investment in youth 
could yield very high returns for society. 
The Balika Shivir became a marvel model 
in education, with a holistic focus on life-
skills, values and a comprehensive learning. 
It bridged the ill-famous divide between 
formal and informal system of education, 

-
ing and sensitizing individuals for welfare 
of the society. 
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Ripples of Change: Some Stories

Following are eleven stories of 
change from the girls of Balika 
Shivir. Selected from the thou-
sands, to highlight thematic 
achievements, these stories were 
captured in a series of interac-
tions with these girls over the 
period of one year. 

Part 2 
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Manori



Amazement struck her to see so many 
girls together in the desert. She had 

never  seen such a multitude of expres-
sions at once. The volume engulfed her. 
Laughter and song echoed in the vast-
ness of air. “I was scared. In our village, 
I had never seen so many girls together. 
There was never such an event. So many 
thoughts clutched my mind - will any-
one talk to me, will they like me, what 
will I say!” Manori fondly remembers her 

  Within days, Shivir became home, “It 
felt like I belonged here. Girls, the teach-
ers, even the campus was so familiar like I 
had always known them. I began enjoy-
ing studying and taking part in activi-
ties. Learning was like a game - everyday 
there was something new to see and dis-
cover. We studied during the day and late 
in the evenings. The rest of the day was 
spent with friends playing and chatting 
away.” Manori’s face brightens with a 
smile as the scene plays out in her memory. 
  Nostalgia faints her smile. It has been 
twelve years since she met her friends. 
She knows little about their lives and 
where they are today. She wonders if they 
think of her the way she thinks of them. 
And then one memory leads to anoth-
er and she reminisces her journey since. 
“I was very young, about ten years old 

when I went to the Shivir. We were very 
poor. Even daily meals were a strug-
gle. My mother had sent me thinking, 
at least, I would get to eat. I lost my fa-

and no food. In those days we gathered 
stones and gravel with mother. A cartload 

Manori remembers, “I rarely had a bath 
or cut my nails, or even combed my hair. 
But at the Shivir, this was compulsory for 
all of us, and then it became a habit. Our 
teachers used to tell us, if we did not keep 
ourselves and our surroundings clean, we 
would fall sick. I realized later, this was so 
true that’s why everyone kept falling sick 
back in the village. When I came back, I 
told my mother and brothers to bathe and 
keep themselves clean and tidy the house. 
Slowly it became a habit for them too.” 
Once when Manori came home on a break 

from Shivir, everyone was impressed to see 
her progress. It had been only two months 
in the Shivir. She remembers, “everyone 
from my family to friends, were shocked to 
see the changes in me. I could read, was 
dressed in clean clothes, my hair was neat-
ly plaited.” She elaborates, ”the girls were 
actually envious, they said Manori, now 
you can read write, we can’t do anything 
but stay home. We will soon be married, 

Reminiscing My Shivir Days 
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but you will 
be able to 
do so many 
things. I told 
them that 
they could 
go to the 
next Shi-
vir. Most 

of my friends went to Shivir after that. 
More and more girls wanted to study. The 
parents were also becoming more sup-
portive seeing the change in me.”  
  After completing the Shivir, Manori took 
a training in sewing. This boosted her con-

-
ing the day and in evenings she would stitch.
She began helping her mother by earn-
ing at the age of thirteen. She worked on 
enhancing her skills- learnt  fabric paint-

wanted to learn to stitch men’s clothes 
as this would fetch her more money. She 
was more in control and gradually the 
situations at her home were improving. 
Manori was part of a reading club and vil-

lage library. These libraries, called Pothigh-
ar, were set up in villages to motivate the 
girls to read and gather information. The 
speciality of these libraries was that they 
were completely run and managed by the 
children themselves. They elected a secre-
tary and treasurer amongst them who kept 
records of the books lent and their rota-
tions. The group also doubled as volunteers 
for village development activities. They 

helped ANM and the ASHA in monitor-

dissemination. They also voiced their con-
cerns as children, demanded their rights 
and acted as support group for each other. 
Manori was elected the secretary of her 

village library and group. As a leader, she 
was vociferous and an excellent orator- 
stirring young girls and adults into action. 
Manori was the one in charge in her vil-
lage. As the leader, She inspired girls with 
her boldness and dauntless spirit. She en-
couraged girls to join school or attend 
Shivir. If the parents were not support-
ive, she persuaded them, and if they still 

-
tial elders in the village to counsel them. 
Manori was never scared and was always 

candid with her words and concerns. She 
did not shy away from talking and rais-
ing any issue despite the conservative and 
orthodox setting of the village. She elabo-
rates, “Women did not talk about mensura-
tion with their daughters or daughters-in-
law, but I would talk to them. Leucorrhoea 
is a common problem among women and 
girls. But nobody talks about it. Similarly, 
many girls experience irregular menses be-
cause of anaemia, but would not discuss. It 
was similar with me before I went to the 
Shivir. But our teachers talked to us, ex-
plained to us, that is when I understood 
that nothing was wrong with me and this 

I could not get the treatment until I was 
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getting a diagnosis and a treatment. None-
theless, I talked to the girls about it, Got 
the ANM and ASHA in the village to talk 
to their mothers and grandmothers. I also 
went campaigning about AIDS- how it 
was spread and its preventative measures.” 
  Probing deeper into the source of this 

strength, she says, “I understood silence 
could not be a response to any problem. It 
is important to talk, like we did in the Shi-
vir- So many solutions were possible sim-
ply by discussing. That’s how I understood 
issues like child marriage. These were so 
common that we did not know there was 
any other way to life. But I know, now, 
what it means to be married as a child, why 
health is important, how to take care of 
our own health and that of others. This is 
why I never hesitate to voice my opinion.” 
  Recounting her days with the Manch, 
Manori says,  “It was always easy to or-
ganise girls. It was the parents who were 
the problem. They thought we were 
spoiling each other and that we dis-
cussed things that were inappropriate for 
girls to talk about. I used to tell them, if 
we do not talk and discuss we will never 
know. All of us decided that we would 
meet at Pothighar, we would issue books, 
read and also discuss. Parents would never 
know and secretly, we formed campaign.”
  Amidst all this, Manori went on to study 
till class eight. She could not pursue her 
education further as there were no schools 
near the village. She stayed home, helped 
her mother and continued to participate in 

the village welfare. When she was nine-
teen, in 2009, she got married. Today, 
Manori has been married for over a year. 
Life, she says, has changed and she is en-

joying this change. At her marital home,  
both, Manori and her bank of knowledge 
are much appreciated. She helps the family 
by keeping written accounts of business and 
home expenses. Managing the large farm 
and family, she receives much adulation. 
Her husband acknowledges her contribu-
tion and praises, “I am lucky to be married to 
her. She is wonderful.” Manori’s status is not 

family. Her sisters-in-law also consults her 
on any health issues concerning the family. 
Her opinion is sought on most matters. The 
young members of her family look up to 
her. They admire her and often seek her ad-
vice. The positive encouragement Manori 

  She often vividly narrates her times from 
the Shivir and the Prerna Manch. Her en-
thusiasm juggles her back and forth in 
her memories. Her husband watches her 
emotions shift every now and then and 
the smear over her brow. He listens to 
her narratives and revels in her memories. 
Smiling, laughing and gesturing along. 
Manori wishes to complete her educa-

tion and teach at the village school. She 
wants to share the knowledge and ex-
periences she has accumulated over the 
years. Her husband is supportive of her 
education. He wishes she could attend 
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Manu



“I don’t want to have a child for another 
two years. My husband agrees.” Manu’s 

Manu is sitting in her mother’s kitchen 
making tea. The smoke from the chullah 
(stove) covers her. Her parents-in-law are 
not very happy though, she adds. “I am the 
one who will take care of the child, I can 
do this only when I am ready. I am only 23 
years old and I know there is no hurry,” she 
asserts. She has been married for a year and a 
half now– long enough for women to have 

  A decade ago, like many others, her world 

grazing sheep, coming home and helping 
with the household chores. In her words, “I 
did not know anything. Not even to think, 
leave alone talking or presenting myself. I 
watched my brothers dressing up every-
day for school. I always wanted to go too! 
But, asking my parents was a big no-no.” 
Today’s Manu knows what she wants, 
and knows she doesn’t have to ‘not want’ 
because she is a woman. A rarity in the 
Desert, where the only space a woman 

-
ter. Manu expresses her thoughts, her ide-
as, her plans and her decision. She learnt 
to adopt change when she was fourteen.  
She had never been to school or known 

has travelled the country, from towns to 
cities, from the smallest to the biggest. 
  “I was surprised to see that girls had the free-
dom to freely go about in the cities. They 
could talk so well and they knew English,” 
she exclaims. Her experiences have helped 

she observed, she shared with her friends 
and many more at seminars and work-
shops she attended as the leader of Kishori 
Prerna Manch (forums for adolescent girls 
and young women where they could dis-
cuss their issues). Narrating incidences, she 
elaborates, “Once I was at a workshop on 
women’s health- I was describing the issues 
of child marriage in Rajasthan, elaborating 
on the risk child marriage and consecutive 
pregnancy put on young 12-16 year old 
girls. We all seemed alike, girls from the cit-

Finding Voice
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ies and from villages, nonetheless girls. But 
it was astonishing to realise and acknowl-

we were talking about things like marriage, 
children and there concerns were centred 
on schools, colleges and careers!  But it 
was startling to see how girls from cities 
thought all this existed only in olden times. 
All I could do was ask them to visit my vil-
lage so they could meet few child brides.”  
  This realisation motivated Manu to 

her Shivir-mate cum neighbour vowed 
to have all girls in their village educated. 
Today, all the girls in the village have ei-
ther completed class eight or are in school.  
Together, they were like activists on a mis-
sion. They never tired from making one 

  Manu worked with the village for years. 

into traditional belief. “Sometimes we had 
to give up against the adamance of tradi-
tions and social milieu. But things have 
changed a lot since. Today, girls go to 
school. Girls are no longer forced to mar-

ry before seventeen-eighteen years of age. 
I got married at twenty-one myself,” she 
elaborates. “Shivir was the best experience 
I had. Before I went to the Shivir, I could 
not talk to anybody, was always afraid and 
painfully shy. If someone asked my name I 
would hide. I did not know anything. If I 
went to buy something, I didn’t even know 
if I got the right change back. But once 

were encouraging that is why we could go 
about the village, run a Pothighar, conduct 
meetings as part of Kishori Prerna Manch,” 

her experiences and adventures shows on 
her face. Nonetheless, even this brave, out-
spoken and bold girl hesitates, when asked 
why she did not continue school after eight. 
She says, “I could not study further. There 
was only a middle school. My father want-
ed me to. But he had only one condition 
that I would study at home and sit for open 
exams through distance education. With all 
the work at home, grazing the sheep, where 
was the time or the energy?” She ends weak-
ly, leaving many questions to be answered.
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Basanti



Euphoria – the word closely describes 
the excitement that surrounds the 

campus. The girls, all singing and dancing, 

their many emotions. Out of nowhere, a 
voice is heard commanding the girls to a 
halt and the chitter-chatter falls to a mur-
mur slowly drawing to silence. Girls hud-
dle up exchanging glances and listening in 
carefully. Basanti gives them the schedule 
for until the next day and instructs them 
to get their belongings together and as she 
moves away from the group, their chatter-
ing regains volume.  The girls are excited 
to go home but the sadness of parting with 
the friends they’ve made taints their emo-
tions. It is the sorrow of parting with their 
friends and their jijis (teachers). They may 
never be seeing each other again. The Shi-
vir has become a home, away from home. 
Six months spent here are chronicled in 
their memories forever. Life stands at the 
threshold, once more.   
  Basanti has been witnessing this for years 
now and knows how dear this day is to 
them. Only three years ago, she was on the 
other side, holding her friends in embrace. 
It was her third camp and she had passed 
her class ten. Each time making new friends 

and meeting a few old ones, learning and 
living together, she hardly realized how in 

graduate class ten.  Today, donning the role 
of a teacher at the Shivir, she understands 

her with immense pleasure and pride. She 
exclaims, “A decade ago she could not read 
and write, today I teach how to! Helping 
others like her to sculpt their futures them-
selves.”  
  She recognizes how this responsibility ex-
tends itself further on her. Grazing sheep 
marked her growing years. In the far dunes, 
She would go with her sisters and at times 
alone. She was fourteen when she came to 
Shivir. Life has come a full circle for her 
since, and in such a pleasant manner. She 
realizes life’s similes, every time she sees the 
girls, hears their stories and shares their life. 

been through, it further elaborates the pos-
sibilities she now sees for herself. 
  Basanti’s mother has been her biggest 
strength. She is the reason why Basanti 
and all of her six sisters found an oppor-
tunity to study. This opened their lives 
to new shores. Her mother, a class eight 
graduate, is an Anganwadi worker. Despite 

Inspiring on her way
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this, she could not send her daughters to 
school. Her husband and mother-in-law 
did not agree with girls going to school. 
They questioned the need of education for 

authenticating their point of views. They 
believed it was an unnecessary expenditure, 
over and above the dowry for six daugh-
ters. But Basanti’s mother was determined 
to send the daughters to school. When she 
heard of Shivir, she persuaded, fought and 

instilled a strong sense of determination in 
her daughters. The girls knew the worth of 
this opportunity. They knew it was the only 
chance they had and they had to use it to 
the best. Basanti says, “We wanted to make 
our mother proud. To prove it to our father 
that it was not a mistake. We had also real-
ized that our hard work could be the only 
expression of gratitude for our mother.” 
  Today a mentor, Basanti often narrates her 
story to the girls. This, she points out, di-
lutes barriers- that of a teacher and a stu-
dent. They quickly become each other’s 

establishing an immediate connect to last 
forever. Once they open up, no issue, rang-
ing from health to their families or even 
marriages remains a taboo.  When they go 
back, this internalized approach, reaches 
their homes and facilitates women to ex-
press and share what they feel. Basanti from 

-
-

ence in her own family.

Today all her sisters are working, inde-

at the Shivir to support herself. “What bet-
ter way could I do this, than sharing my 
knowledge, experience and learning?” She 
smiles. She is positive and assertive of her 
choices. She sees the potential in her. She 
wants to be a policewoman and is prepar-
ing for the entrance. When asked why? Pat 
she replies, “To protect women!” 
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Vidya



“Growing up without a father kills the pos-
sibilities of a future,” retorts Vidya, “My 
mother and I had to struggle to get our 
identity and space even in our family. Our 
opinions never mattered. We have been de-
pendent on my uncle for support.” Life in 
her society is led and manoeuvred by the 
head of the family. But what happens when 
this head is no more? A life of struggles, 

young mind captured strong impressions 
of her mother sewing clothes to run their 
home. She often woke up and her mother 
would already be at her sewing machine. 
She was two when her father passed away 
and her brother was born six months later. 
The only memory of her father she has is a 
photograph of her parents. She keeps it safe 
amongst her possessions. 

-
ing the situations was the only way she 
could live her life. She says, “We were treat-

a father was not the only reason. We be-
longed to the lower caste. In school, class-
mates would not talk to us because we were 
‘beneath’ them. They would not drink 
from the same diggi (water tank). For a long 
time, because of the way we were treated, 
I thought something was wrong with me 
and people like me.” 

  The school in Mahadevwali, Vidya’s vil-

other Government high school in the area 

here. Most girls had no choice but to drop 
out soon after. The year Vidya was in class 
eight, the District Collector of Bikaner was 
visiting her school on children’s day. She 
got together a couple of classmates, wrote 
a long letter of grievance, stating the prob-
lems and gave it to the Collector. Nothing 
moved for two years disappointingly, she 
remembers.  
Left without an option, she had to drop 

education after class eight. Her uncle 
(mother’s brother) arranged for her mar-
riage then. Her mother and she had no 
choice but to agree, given their social de-
pendence. Vidya wanted to study further. 
“There was a school in Chattargarh (a near-

its fee. However then, I found out about 
Balika Shivir from a friend who was mar-
ried and lived in another village. She per-
suaded my mother to send me there.”
  At the Shivir there was no bias based on 
caste. She states, “I discovered an absolute 
new perspective to life, where everyone 
was equal and had a right to equal op-

together and ate together. Nobody called 

Making future a possibility 
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each other names or said nasty things. Ini-
-

ently but soon they blended in too. When 
I came back from the Shivir, I just did not 

with a changed attitude. I was determined 
to make amends to my life and to others 
around me. I wanted to work harder for my 
mother and to live with equality.” Elaborat-

“I joined as a Mate with a MNREGA pro-
ject, the summer I returned from Shivir. 
We were assigned the work of reconstruct-
ing the water tanks in the village. This 

few concerned and informed elders of the 
village and voiced for one common wa-
ter tank, unlike then existing setup of two 
tanks based on caste. This started a com-

tank constructed. But sadly a year later, lo-
cal elections in the village restored the same 

went in vain.” 
Vidya wanted to continue with her educa-

tion and return to the Shivir the following 
year to complete class twelve. She wanted 
to study college in Bikaner, but was dis-
appointed again. Her mother had to give 
in to her brother’s pressure, although she 
wanted Vidya to pursue higher studies. 
Vidya’s uncle thought this to be ‘ill man-
nered’. She was sixteen then and girls her 
age were married and had children! He said 

a suitable match later 
and that it was time 
for her to be mar-
ried too. After much 

-
mission to take her 
class twelve exams 
through distance 
education. She was 
extremely disheart-
ened and bitter with all this and doubted 
she could prepare enough to pass. She had 
no books, nor any money to buy them. She 
had even decided against studying further 
if she failed. Nonetheless, she worked hard, 
borrowed books and used guidance from 
wherever she possibly could. Vidya passed 

percent. She was elated. The whole inci-

that I can achieve all I want in life. No bar-
riers are ever big enough to stop one, if one 
has the will to do. There was no looking 
back. I made up my mind to go to college.” 
This decision brought the same argument 
of marriage. She succeeded this time. She 
would marry only after she completes her 
graduation and until then she would not be 
forced to marry. 
Today, Vidya has completed a Diploma 

course in computers and is in her second 
year of graduation. She lives in a girl’s hos-
tel in Bikaner all by herself. She has many 
dreams for herself. To start, she wants to 
graduate and prepare for a government job. 
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Sweety



Sweety is a teacher, a seamstress, a student 
and a homemaker- and all this simulta-

facets she adorns. She hops in and out of 
these constantly and rather smoothly. The 
teacher in her shares learning, the seam-
stress is a hard worker, the student is metic-

She is all this at only twenty- She asserts
  Sweety has been married for a year and 
is very happy. This new addition has given 

She had never imagined, taking care of the 
family, home and the farm could be pleas-
urable. She was a pampered child at home 
and unlike most other families, Sweety’s 
parents thought of education as a neces-
sity. School was a must for all siblings. Till 

much to her relief and her parents’ disap-
pointment, she had to dropout. The village 
school was only till primary level. 
  After about three years of her dropping 
out of school, her parents found out about 
the Shivir. She was immediately sent there. 
It was seen as the best opportunity - all paid 
and most importantly just in six months she 
could complete class eight recovering her 
loss of three years. “I did not like it in the 
Shivir. I missed home. I forced my parents 
to take me back and succeeded. But the fol-

lowing year, they sent me again. This time 
I had no option. Gradually, I began liking 
it. That’s where I actually began enjoying 
studying. From painting to dancing, from 
playing to studying and from dramas to 
speeches in the morning assemblies, every-
thing was exciting. Unlike school, we were 
given more attention. If we did not under-
stand something we could always ask our 
teachers. They were very good and took 
good care of us. They always told us edu-
cation was the only way we could change 
our lives and situations. I wanted to be like 
my teachers,” Sweety confesses. She com-
pleted her class twelve through open exam-
inations. She had begun supporting herself 
through sewing. Another opportunity that 
came her way was when she was asked to 
conduct a three-month training in sewing 
for girls. She jumped at the opportunity and 
thoroughly enjoyed it. “I received the same 
adulation I had felt for my teachers. It was 
overwhelming. Whenever I would go back 
from the village, the girls would come run-
ning to me in gratitude. It is inexplicable. 
After that I have been regularly conducting 
camps, both sewing and education.” 
  Today, when Sweety, witnesses this sup-
port, it fuels her determination and she 
strives harder. To validate the freedom and 
support received, she ensures she does not 

“Freedom is dear to me” 
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let anybody down at home. This is why she 

at home. She juggles between sewing, 
teaching and studying tirelessly. Ask her 

at the farm and take care of home, all in 
twenty-four hours, she puts it simply, “ You 
never get time. You make time”. 

-
ation and had no desire to marry soon. 
She says she was not prepared to take on a 

she was scared that this would end educa-
tion, teaching and her freedom. In contrary, 
marriage came to her as a pleasant surprise. 
She found herself in a family that bestows 

apprehensions have disappeared. Her father-
in-law is supportive and encourages her 
to study hard. He wants to build a school 
in their village so the children would not 
have to commute ten kilometres each day. 

He wants Sweety to support this with her 
knowledge and experience and teach there. 
Her husband reinforces her with new ener-
gy every time pressure mounts on her.  She 
says, her husband understands the value of 

when his mother passed away. He had to 
quit school to help at farm and take care of 
his younger brothers. Since then all he has 
done is to work relentlessly. 
She continues to teach at sewing camps 

while also studying and sewing for neigh-
bourhood. She wants to get a job that will 
stabilize their income. She says agriculture 

and in next two you are on the mercy of 
rain. There is no security. She never shies 
from walking that extra mile. “I labour, I 
earn. I do not have to burden anyone for 
my needs and this gives me the strength to 
put forth my point and the freedom to do 
what I want. This is dear to me.” 



Pankaj



Pankaj lives in a small house in the town 
of Nokha- one room and a big veran-

dah. Her mother and seven siblings share 
the room with her. They take turns to look 

-
metres away. Life is at a threshold for her 
today. Everyone is elated. Pankaj is soon 

the Rajasthan Police Constable Recruit-
ment Exam and now for a six-month train-
ing, she is to go to Jodhpur. It is an accom-
plishment for her and her family. All this 
seems like a dream. Coming from a patriar-
chal community system, Pankaj has made a 
long journey. Her family has been the big-
gest support and she credits them for mo-
tivating strength in her. They have worked 
equally hard to help her get through. To 
help her prepare for the preliminary tests, 
her brothers would wake up with her be-
fore dawn for her physical training. Her 
sister and mother took all the household 
chores on to themselves and left Pankaj to 
study. She says it is the entire family’s sup-
port that has helped her achieve this.    

Customary to her community, girls weren’t 
and are still rarely schooled, they help their 
mothers in kitchen, look after the younger 
siblings and in all time that remains, they 
help in the farms. Her brothers, however, 
did go to school. This story is ubiquitous 
to most other families in her neighbour-
hood. Rules, commands and an extremely 

up for her. Girls in the family held little 
say and did exactly as they were told. They 
never went out and never spoke to strangers 
forget aloud. 
  It got tougher when her father passed 

away, two years ago. The family is still try-
ing to recuperate. Her mother is illiterate 
and their only source of income- their 
farm, was at the mercy of rains. It was a 
very bad season. It got tough even to gather 
meals enough for the family. Her broth-
ers, older and younger, were all studying 
then. Her eldest brother had to quit regular 
school and pursue his studies privately. He 
helped his mother at the farm and tried his 
luck in odd jobs at the town.

Pankaj’s determinations, 
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The life of Pankaj and her four other sis-
ters changed after the Shivir. There was no 
other school close by, so her older sister and 

-
quently, realizing the potential for the girls, 
their uncle sent Pankaj and some other girls 

On their return, the family noticed a holis-
tic transformation in them. The family re-

pass’, but had picked some very important 
life skills as well. Later, on their insistence, 
all of them were sent back to the Shivirs for 
class eight and ten.
Her uncle points out, “Sending the girls 

to Shivir was an enormous decision for us 

girls needed to be educated. We did not 
want them to earn. It was rather a matter of 
shame if anyone thought so. But now times 
have changed. We are happy about Pankaj’s 
job. We are proud of her. This change is be-
cause of the girls. We trust them and their 
decisions completely.” 

Today, at nineteen, Pankaj has accom-
plished feat. She is an inspiration to her 
siblings and friends. “My Family is my pri-
ority. We have seen too many hardships. 
Now this news brings us some hope. I 
want to do well. I have to- for my family. 
There is no chance to hesitate now. I will 

“This strength,” she says “was not always 
in me. There was a time when I was afraid 
to talk to strangers and hid in corners to 
avoid facing new people. I was so hesitant. 
I’d never even imagined being in the police 
force.” Pankaj is not afraid anymore. She is 
striving to make the best of her life and is 
geared up for challenges ahead. Her belief 

opportunities she has grabbed. Pankaj has 
her goals, plans and plane spread in front. 
Her training will immediately place her as a 
police constable. She does not know where 
she will be posted. All she is sure of is that 
she has always liked walking new paths and 
that she is ready for this one as well. 
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Salema



It is a warm morning. The sky is bright 
and the sun deepens the golden colour of 

-
ter in a large basin. The cattle quietly drink 
from it and the sound of the empty bucket 

cattle moves in dunes feeding themselves– 
sumptuously for once– on the good jowar 
that has cropped this year. The day for Sa-
lema begins with her cattle, continues with 
their grazing and ends with milking them 
in the evening. Occasionally the cattle are 
swapped with goatherd. She claims the 
time she spends grazing them as her ‘own’. 
Uninterrupted here, she weaves her stories 
and embellishes them with her rhymes, she 

she witnesses closely. 
  This year-round routine alters only for 
some days of MNREGA projects, where 
she works as a Mate (facilitator). The 

taskmaster. There, she meticulously follows 
up on the execution and ensures that the 

two appointed terms, she has supervised 
the work of ground levelling for road con-
struction and water tank construction. Her 
scrupulous work has won her an exception 

for the job but she’s is the only mate her 
village, Badiya, can have. She is the only 
one who has completed secondary school. 
  Salema’s education started at Marushalas 
in her village in the mid 1990’s. Marusha-
las were Urmul run primary schools in the 
remote areas of the Desert. All the village 
children attended school with her then. As 
Salema and many of her friends and neigh-

Marusha-
las were withdrawn. She points out sadly, 
Badiya has never had another school. Her 
batch was the last ones in Marushala.  Only 
two boys continued with secondary educa-
tion, walking a distance of eight-kilome-
tres daily to the nearest school. But within 
two years, the distance discouraged and 
even they quit. She elaborates, “If I had not 
gone to Shivir, I would have ended up like 
everyone else. There, we lived together. We 
looked after the campus, trees, and its clean-
liness. We were always involved in learn-

the climate. My routine life was more in-
formed. But when I came back I realized 

was.” She sees the problems in her village 
but fails at making people realize how their 

Salema’s Silence
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-
dren of the village. 
  The sad part, she tells, is this situation 
hardly causes any concern in the village. 
When she raises the issue, the unresponsive-
ness she’s left with, disappoints her. Some 
parents’ willingness encourages her to tutor 
children at home. But parents’ inclination 
for having school is inexistent and it’s now 

the state of education and governance. She 

para-teacher in village, but this was reject-
ed. She retorts, “What good is a Right to 
Education, if the village cannot even have 
a para-teacher. More than forty children 
of village have no school to go to. Young 
girls are being married and we have no one 
who’d listen.”  

Jamal Khan. He understands the necessities 
and voids of the village. Together, the fa-

the bare amenities available in the village. 
They face many problems because the vil-
lage is not a revenue village and is an eth-
nic minority. The panchayat is based seven 
kilometres away at another village. This 
slackens the process of any facility reaching 
the village. The governance neither takes 
any responsibility nor shows any concern. 
It takes many repeated petitions to mobi-
lize smallest of operations, highlighting 

“A water tank was constructed last year. 
But the quality so poor that after only six 

broke; since then, there has been no repair.” 
She retorts, “Now where do we get water 
from?” 

at all levels, she details further on the sys-
temic loopholes. There is no electricity or 
water. The only tar road ends eight-kilo-
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challenging to work with both, people as 

fail to understand her concerns for the vil-
lage. They live by their age-old practices. 
Living by little means available, people are 
unaware of the changes in the world out-
side. “And how many of outside world  do 
really know us”.
  In a society, deep-rooted in its staunch 
conservative customs, sending Salema to 
the Shivir was a big decision for her fa-
ther. He details how it meant dishonour-
ing tradition and defying the society, tac-

of his decision for his daughter. However, 
now the societal pressure builds on him. 

send Salema to another Shivir to complete 
class twelve. He says he does not want to 
discourage her from studying, but insists 
she studies at home now. People’s attitude 
toward them has disoriented him. Their ef-
forts for the village are received with scorns. 
His daughters, in their early twenties, are 
the oldest and the only unmarried girls in 
the village. People belittle his decision and 
accuse him of corrupting young minds and 

  Salema is to be married soon. Her younger 
sister and brother will be married to sib-

future of children of this consanguineous 
marriage. Ignorance and silence is the only 

response she gets. She fails to explain the 
link between her youngest brother’s Down 
Syndrome and her parents’ consanguine-
ous marriage. Her parents remain adamant 
about the marriage. Salema’s mother has 
witnessed the change intently yet she re-
fuses to acknowledge. She reasons the ne-
cessity of girls’ roles - or the lack of it - in 
her community. Though not against her 
education, the mother never let Salema 
go anywhere far. Her questioning is seen 
as a rebellion, instead of being a point of 
discussion.  She says Salema will eventu-
ally be doing everything that I have done. 
What good is this change then? As she 
talks about society and need of girls’ educa-
tion, her cellphone rings. Nonchalantly, she 
answers it and listens to an advert playing 
from the other side– visual irony crafts a 
background– and then she continues with 
her discourse. Apparent questions answered 
while the rest struggle to surface!
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Maghi



Right through her growing-up years 
to becoming a mother, to choosing a 

career, Maghi has felt the predominance 
of the words- ‘Out of bounds’. Everything 
she has ever wanted to do or has done has 

Maghi believes these words spell magic and 

insisting to go along with her older sister 
to attend a Balika Shivir. She was nine then 
and because the admissible age was twelve, 
the Shivir became ‘out of bounds’. Her 
persistence forced an exception and she was 
admitted in the Shivir. This exception be-
came a standard at the Shivir – girls who 
wanted to study but had no school access 
came to the Shivirs.
At the Shivir, besides being a brilliant stu-

dent, Maghi was also an active participant 
in all other co-curricular activities. She 
learnt photography, developed a liking for 
drawing and enjoyed sports. She believes 
Shivir carved strength in her. Her interac-
tions with teachers and peers added to per-
spectives. She realized that everyone had 
problems they were dealing with. She says 
she became sensitive to this very early and 
adds, “The Shivir has been like a preparato-
ry school for my life thereafter. If I had not 
been to the Shivir I would not have been 

able to cope with all that followed.”
Maghi was six when she was married but 
lived oblivious to this fact for very many 
years. When she was thirteen, her mother-
in-law passed away. Her husband, a man 
ten years older, came to fetch her. She had 
responsibilities to shoulder! All of sudden, 
little Maghi was the ‘woman of the house’. 
At that time Maghi was due to take her 
class ten ‘board’ exams and with this turn of 
fate, her education further became ‘out of 
bounds’. In compensation, She was prom-
ised that she could take the exams the fol-
lowing year. A year passed but everything 
changed in her life so fast that she compre-
hended little of all that amassed her– taking 
care of the family, the house and helping 

cope with. She was meted out with more 
responsibilities and taunts became an ac-
companiment. Not realising the reality, 
her hope to take the exam lived on and she 

in her form. She jolted out of this fantasy 
when she realized this was ‘Out Of Bounds’. 
Her in-laws rejected her idea of continuing 
her education. This shock stressed Maghi 
so much that she fell ill and was sent away 
to her parents’ home. This came as an op-
portunity in disguise. Maghi grabbed it and 
while recovering from her acute health, she 

“Out of bounds” 
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secretly took 
her exam. 
Much to her 
own surprise 
she passed it 
with distinc-
tion. 
Maghi re-

turned to her 
in-laws’ and 
this time with 
new plans. 

Now, she wanted to complete her school-
-

dained for her. Soon she realized she was 
pregnant. Maghi was scared. She was only 

She says, “I did not even know how one be-
comes pregnant! My mother then explained 
to me and I realised what had happened”. 

-
morse, “I was so naïve that I thought I was 
going to die. I was actually in a state of de-
nial for a long time. I did not want a child 
so I refused to believe that I was pregnant. 
I did not take any care about my health or 
nutrition. After my son was born, I did not 
know how to take care of him. My moth-

rolling down silently. Her struggle within 
herself and with the world outside made 
lucid in silence of the passing moments. 
  Even with all this, Maghi never thought 

of giving up. She says, she remembered 

the Shivir. This gave her strength to carry 

on. Struggling with her new identity as a 
mother, she juggled home, the baby and her 

a year, Maghi took up a short-term teach-
ing job in the village. She taught adults to 
read and write and trained them enough to 
be able to sign their names. Her family at 

up. After much coaxing, they let her go but 
on the condition that her husband would 
escort her back and forth. Once was done 
with this, she found herself a job at the 
Sarva Shiksha Kendra. This time she had to 
plead her case less with the family Her job 

her desire to continue with education. Yet 
again the task before her was to convince 
the family. The three years had changed 
things in her favour. Her husband’s daily 
escorting gave them more time together. 
He began to understand the importance of 
education. Earlier, he thought studying was 
a waste of time but gradually, through his 
interactions with Maghi’s colleagues at the 
Kendra, his outlook changed considerably. 
Seeing her earn also softened him toward 
her. Maghi gathered courage and discussed 
her desire to take class twelve exams. This 
time she did not have to struggle. Maghi 
prepared well and passed her exams again 
with a distinction. 
This gentle shift in attitudes gave Maghi a 

newfound courage. She wanted to do more 
with her learning and make it useful for not 
just herself but others as well. Her younger 
brother, who was pursing a course in nurs-
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ing, brought her a new chance. She wanted 

her form and took the entrance test. When 
she passed the test, she went to her husband 
and told him about it. This time the ‘out 
of bounds’ was weaker. His silence backed 
her against the refusal she received at home. 
They together managed to arrange the en-
rollment fee as well.
  Today, Maghi is a student of General 

Nurse Midwifery (GNM), at a reputed pri-
vate hospital in the city of Bikaner. At the 
institute, everyone appreciates her. Her col-
leagues and teachers know that unlike the 
rest, she has not been to a regular school 
neither is she a science student. Maghi takes 
extra classes for English, as it is the medium 
of instruction here. Her friends help her 
with it. The pressure on her is enormous 
to cope. Initially, she felt like quitting but a 
recap of the life gone by strengthened her. 
Now she tries harder every time she is dis-
heartened.
  Maghi lives alone in Bikaner, pursuing 

something totally unexpected of her. Her 
journey saw “out of bounds” at every step. 
Today, things are gradually smoothening. 

Her relation with her in-laws has become 
more pleasant. Her husband understands 
and this to her is the biggest encourage-
ment. She strives to give her son a platform 
where he can decide what he wants. She 
wants to ensure nothing is “out of bounds” 
for him. Maghi exuberates courage, con-
viction and a dauntless spirit. She has en-

grown to be an independent and a strong 
woman. She is a role model for her entire 

-
able traditions. 
  Maghi’s father is a changed man. He no 

longer bows to preposterous traditions and 
customs. He has realized the consequenc-
es of the choice he made for Maghi. He 
has sworn against forcing anything onto 
his children. Instead, he advocates educa-
tion and equal opportunities for girls now. 
Maghi’s struggles were not hers alone. Her 

One Maghi continues to struggle and 
make a life, strengthening all those around 

as the rock.
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Asmaan



The village knows Asmaan as the ‘walk-
ing miracle’. She is admired and is an 

inspiration to many. Very few women sur-
vive a premature delivery, and fewer man-
age to save their babies, in this part of the 
world. Premature births and death are syn-
onymous and a few who survive become 
heroes and are believed blessed. Asmaan 
understands the exaggeration in the vil-
lage’s appellation. She is overwhelmed by 
people’s response. For her, she is just anoth-
er twenty-year old woman who is a mother 
of a ten-month baby, a wife to her husband 
and a daughter-in-law to her in-laws living 
in the village of Girirajsar. 

-
elor’s degree in arts and this to her is an 
achievement. Taking care of the baby along 
with studying is not easy but she man-

sent her to the Balika Shivir when she was 
eleven. Initially, being away from home 
made her sad but as she made friends, she 
started enjoying it there. Gradually, as her 
interest grew in learning, playing and the 
Chetna Satras, she forgot all about home. 
At the end, she did not want to leave her 
friends, her teachers or the campus; she 
laughs remembering the turn of events. She 
came back home and continued to school 
in her maternal village, Chimana. She got 

involved with the Kishori Prerna Manch and 
would attend meetings, help the ASHA and 
the ANM in the village and share with her 
friends, peers and older women- everything 
she had learnt about health, hygiene and 
sanitation. Life continued with excursions 
to various cities, meeting people and dia-
logues on ‘life as an adolescent girl in the 
Desert’. Asmaan says “it was my knowl-
edge that helped me through my pregnan-
cy. I knew I had to be cautious, so I took 
care of my health, ate well, took my vacci-
nation and went for regular check ups. Ex-
cept for the last vaccination, I took all. My 
baby was eager to see the world outside!” 
With a smile she adds, “I was also studying 
to take my class twelve exams then. I had to 
make sure I passed. I took my exams after 
a month of my delivery. I would leave my 
baby at home, travel to Chimana everyday 
to take my exams.” Despite her pregnancy, 

mother, Asmaan managed a score of sixty 
percent in her class twelve. 
  She points, “I would have not known any-
thing if I had not been to the Shivir, and 
I would not have been to the Shivir if my 
parents would not have sent me and even-
tually if I had not been to the Shivir, my 
mother-in-law would have never met me 
and I would not have been married into 

Asmaan’s miracle story 
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such a supportive family.” Her determina-
tion and strength she declares is because of 
the support she received from her family. 
“If it wasn’t for my mother-in-law, I would 
have never been able to continue with 
my education. My baby and me would 
not have been looked after. Even after the 
pregnancy, my mother-in-law made sure 
both of us got nutritious diet and the baby 
grows well. It was because of her that I 
could study, take my exams and take care of 
the baby. She was the one who immediately 
called the ANM and took me to the Clini-
cal Health Centre in Kolayat, forty kilome-
tres from here. There my baby and I were 
saved. I would not have been able to do any 
of this on my own.”
  The women in this house share a special 

-
port in their mother-in-law. Paro Bai is an 
Anganwadi worker in the village. She has 
been working for the health and welfare of 
the village for more than twenty years. She 
comprehends the change in time and be-
lieves it necessary to adapt. Speaking fond-
ly, she narrates, “I am so happy and proud 
because of Asmaan. Seeing her, four boys 
who had dropped out, have gone back to 
school. People said ‘Paro Bai’s daughter-in-
law can study, despite a premature delivery, 
taking care of the baby and of the house, so 
the boys can surely study.’ It is very impor-
tant for everyone to study in these times.” 
Paro Bai is proud of the choice she made 
in making Asmaan her youngest daugh-
ter-in-law. She recounts with a smile, “I 

encouraged girls in the village to study at 
Shivir and even personally took them there. 
I remember seeing Asmaan as a young girl 
there. I met her at various meetings in Ur-
mul later on. I took a liking to her. That’s 
when I decided she would be right for my 
youngest son. I waited till she turned eight-
een and then arranged for their marriage. 
Today, I am a proud mother-in-law.” 
  With all the support and adulation, As-
maan knows she will be able to achieve all 
she wants. Her immediate aim is to gradu-
ate and become a teacher. She wants to 
share her knowledge, her experiences and 
all she knows, so that more girls like her 
can take care and control of their decisions, 
their lives and their futures.
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Leela



A little girl sits reading out alphabets as 
her mother recollects the song that 

won her prize money of hundred rupees 
in class 6, years back. Both glance at each 
other and smile timidly. The mother coaxes 
the six year old to continue with her read-
ing as she tries to remember the lyrics. 
  Leela is a mother of four. She has been 
married for eight years and her oldest 
daughter is six. She lives in a village called 
Mandaal about seventy kilometres away 
from the city of Bikaner. She is excited 
about her daughter starting school. She 
says it reminds her of her times in school. 

school’, she softly adds and goes on to talk 
about how she has made them an ‘expert’ in 
alphabets, numbers and rhymes. She points 
at the many scribbles made by them on the 
walls of her hut and how they decorate it 
with colours, making the room come alive. 
“I want to do the best I can for them”, she 
says.  
Besides being a mother, Leela is the ASHA 

of the village. Looking after the health and 
welfare of the village is her responsibility. 
She admits that she enjoys her work thor-
oughly and also the adulation she gets in 
the village. She talks elaborately about the 

people sometimes do not understand the 

changing times. They want to hold on to 
their old traditions. While, the younger 
ones are eager to listen but lose patience 
easily. Working around superstitions is the 
toughest. People do not adopt something 
new easily. They follow the age-old meth-
ods. Only when they see the consequences 
do they realize. But what’s the point in ret-

a positive change in the four years of my 
working. People are willing to take medi-
cal advice now. Even women”, she points 
out, “are now more open to discussing 
their health with her and the ANM”. She 
explains, “It was easy because I knew about 
health, personal hygiene and the necessary 
measures and precautions. When I was in 
the Shivir, I developed this as a routine. Our 
teachers used to tell us how we should al-

Mataka (earthen pot) covered, water should 
not stagnate in open spaces, clean the sur-
roundings and keep all places hygienic. 
When I came back from the Shivir, I used 
to tell my mother and neighbours about 
this. Now I tell the whole village. Yes, the 
ASHA trainings helped me but without 
the knowledge I already had, it would have 

Endorsing Leela’s work, the village’s An-
ganwadi worker details, “Leela does her job 

Choosing at Crossroads
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sincerely. She ensures that there is a proper 
routine of health and sanitation. People in 
the village are generally very superstitious 

her. In spite of being the daughter-in-law 
in the village she acts as if she is the daugh-
ter of the village. With her help, three chil-
dren in the village have managed to cope 
with malnourishment. She handled a very 
complicated pregnancy case very well with 
the ANM. If they would not have taken 
that young bride to the hospital in time, 

Anganwadi worker then expresses her con-
cern over Leela’s recent resignation from 
the post. 
  Leela reveals her reasons for the resig-

hardly ever receives any acknowledgement. 

it short of their expectations. They do not 
understand the limitations of working with 
the people in the village because they come 
from cities. The worse among them are so 
corrupt that they just want to get money.” 
All this weakens her determination. Frus-
trated she recently resigned of her job. “Be-

cause of these kind of situations, I decided 
to quit. I’d rather focus my time on my 
children” 
Leela has her priorities set. She under-

stands her growing children need her time. 
But she also understands her responsibility 
for the village. To balance both, she says, 
she has applied for the job of a Gram Sevika 
(village extension worker). She explains, 
”As a Gram Sevika, I will have more time. 
I shall link people to various services, es-

rest of the time I could spend with my 
children.” She understands the opportuni-

further. “I would have never known to do 
anything, if I had not gone to the Shivir. 
I would have been like my two sisters, il-
literate, sitting at home and living a life of 
invisibility. If it wasn’t for the Shivir, how 
would I have been educated? Who would 
have appointed an illiterate as an ASHA? 
What options would I have known? I re-
gret that I could not continue to study after 
class ten but now I want to make sure my 
children get the opportunities I missed out. 
And all my decisions are based on a better 
future for my children.”  
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Santosh



A  sewing machine resounds from nine 
in the morning to seven at night. Col-

ours change under the hands but the hands 
hardly ever seem to tire. Eyes closely watch 
the stitch that meticulously gives shape to a 
piece of cloth and magically, the outcome 

This is what an everyday in Santosh’s life 
seems. For last 10 years she has been sew-
ing to make a living. Remembering the 

recollects, “I was sixteen and 
married. Fourteen years ago 
this was ‘too old’ for marriage. 
I had never been to school, 
knew nothing except for the 
household chores and keeping 
my house clean. I had always 
been perfectionist at whatever 
I did.” While speaking, her 
hands work around stitching labels onto 
kurtas but her eyes lose her to her memory. 
Santosh had lost her husband to cancer just 

after 3 years of marriage and her daughter 
was just a month old then. Her world had 
suddenly come to a standstill. She knew 
no future and had no idea of what life has 
planned for her. Her husband worked at the 
Urmul campus as a cook. After his death, 
Santosh’s in-laws took her back with them. 

But people at Urmul persuaded the family 
to send her back. They said it was only wise 
for her to stay, work and earn for herself 
and her daughter. Her daughter could go 
to school, and she would have the support 
of the organization. In the village, there 
were little opportunities for her and she 
would be dependent on her old father-in—
law. Santosh returned and began working 
in the mess kitchen earning a mere salary of 

thousand rupees then, a dec-
ade ago. She worked there 
for 6 years. In the meantime, 
Santosh was coaxed to take 
part in the various training 
camps that took place in the 
campus. She honed her skills 
in sewing. Soon she was 
asked to join the tailoring 
unit in the Income Genera-

tion Programme, stationed at the campus. 
Describing her scepticism, she remembers, 
“I was worried and scared. The job in the 

the tailoring unit worked on per-piece ba-

only be able to stitch one kurta in a day. But 
as I bettered at it, I realized how big this 
opportunity could become. I earned better 
as it was up to me to do as well as I could”. 

“My daughter wants to be an engineer”
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support she has received during those most 
testing days overwhelms her. Continuing, 

reinforced by my learning at the Shivir. I 
watched so many girls younger to me put-
ting in their best to learn and study. I always 
wanted to study but did not have the op-
portunity to. Shivir gave me just that. To-
day, I manage my expenses and my savings. 
I earn close to ten thousand a month. I can 
provide for my daughter’s needs, without 
depending on anyone else.” Santosh went to 
the Shivir when her husband was still alive. 
She was newly wedded, quiet and shy to 
interact with others. She would spend all 
day alone at room. To open her up, pass 
her daytime and to learn something new, 
everyone coaxed her to attend the Shivir. 
Completing the thought, she adds, “But 
then I never knew how it would shape. 
Things have their way of becoming.” 
Promod is eleven now. Coincidently, she 

too started her education at the Shivir. As 
a child she would go and attend the Shivir 

being conducted in the campus. She loved 
the songs, the books and everything about 
it. Surprisingly, she still has memories of 

fondly of her memories of the plays, she 
took part in and the bedtime stories she 
heard. Promod began reading and writ-
ing by age of four. Her favourite subject is 
Mathematics and says, “I loves anything to 
do with numbers!” 
Pramod is inspired by the strength she 

sees in her mother. “Everything she does is 
centered around me. Everyone tells me how 
afraid my mother was earlier. Even going 
to the village market scared her! But today, 
for me that’s hard to believe. I see her do-
ing everything all by herself. Going to the 
bank, supporting both my grandparents, 
and taking care of me- she does every-
thing.” 

on their own, in a male-dominant and feu-
dalistic society. Making their stand and liv-
ing by it. Today, Santosh is doing very well 
and is content. She manages to save close 
to seven thousand rupees per month and all 
this after supporting her daughter’s educa-
tion and her maternal and marital homes. 
She is doing everything she possibly can do 
to support Promod. Promod understands 
her mother’s struggle. Her mother, teary 
eyed, proudly pronounces, “My daughter 
wants to be an engineer.” 
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Urmul

In the harsh and inhospitable 
regions of rural Rajasthan in 

Group of Organizations have 
been innovating models for 
inducing community driven 
socio developmental chang-
es by devising programmes, 
strengthening them, sustain-

over to communities. 

guided by the spirit and trust 
placed in people’ s capabili-
ties to bring about the much 
needed social change. Most 
of the work is focused on vul-
nerable and marginalized sec-

and children. Following the 
integrated development ap-
proaches, Urmul works on 
all the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals. We adopt ser-
vice delivery platforms, ad-
vocacy and lobbying tools 
for empowering the margin-
alized and vulnerable sec-
tions of society in over 1000 
villages in this desert state of 
India- thematically working 
on health, Education, Liveli-
hood, Environment, Mother-
Child care et al.



-
ties, girls have grown-up with a better understanding 

-
-

no courage to tell the world, close and afar- they are 

social movement for a far-reaching change. Sometimes 
they meet, they smile, play and sing along...

Knowledge Partner : 
Desert Resource Centre


