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to come

Yes, the pandemic affected many. Including 

our people. Thankfully everyone has 

recovered, and is now vaccinated. But more 

than anything else, it turned our world 

upside down. The world we were so used to 

entering every day, along with the millions 

of children who go to government schools in 

the country. A world where they get to learn 

new things every day and share a nice hot 

meal, with their classmates. 

Which only means, everything that education-

centric NGOs like us have worked towards over 

the last decade has potentially been undone. 

This Annual Report is not here to tell you that 

we have given up. It’s not here to tell you that 

we are waiting for schools to open up, in order 

to begin our work again.

It’s here to show you how every single person 

at Akshara has rolled up her sleeves and done 

their bit towards addressing this new threat 

that looms large in front of us.

Read it, and share it, because it has something 

that we think can be of use to every 

stakeholder trying to implement learning in the 

new normal. 

This Annual Report is for the year 
2020-21. The toughest year anyone 
has ever had to overcome in the 
last few decades. A year we’d all 
like to forget, but one that we are 
also grateful for, because it taught 
us at Akshara, the most as well. 

thestart of a

very
challenging
year

“80% OF CHILDREN 
AGED 14-18 YEARS 
REPORTED LOWER LEVELS 
OF LEARNING THAN WHEN 
PHYSICALLY AT SCHOOL.” 4

“~286 MILLION CHILDREN FROM 
PRE-PRIMARY TO SECONDARY LEVELS, 
HAVE BEEN OUT OF SCHOOL.” 2

“ASER (Rural) 2020 Wave I survey found the 
proportion of ‘out of school children’ has 
increased from 1.8 percent to 5.3 percent 
in the 6-10 age group between 2018-2020.” 3

It goes without saying that their safety 

comes first. And rightly so, schools have 

been shut ever since. But what have they 

been up to at home? Everything from 

helping around with household chores to 

playing with their siblings. Everything except 

some form of education.

While private schools limped back into 

action with some form of online schooling, 

children going to government schools were 

completely locked out. 

And this has without a doubt, spiralled out 

of control. 

Over the course of the year, many reports 

on the ‘Effect of COVID on Education in 

India’ have made their way into the news 

and into our inboxes. And they all confirm 

our worst fears.

“COVID-19 
HAS GREATLY 
DISRUPTED 
ACCESS TO 
EDUCATION IN 
INDIA” 1
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It has been 21 years of innovation, 
interventions and learning at Akshara. 
We have impacted the lives of millions 
of children ever since, and our six-
pronged model is proof that any 
programme worth its salt can be 
scaled up to its full potential.

Harness technology in ways possible, 
from a data sharing platform that 
augments the scope of education; 
programme monitoring; an English 
classroom to a math app on a 
smartphone; or, for blended learning 
strategies.

Make information available 
in the public domain 
in aggregate form and 
build advocacy around 
universalisation. 

Implement solutions 
to reasonable scale 
and with rigorous 
measurement 
parameters to 
demonstrate impact. 

Align the content and 
methodology that’s 
developed, with the 
National Curriculum 
Framework (NCF).

Provide simple, scalable, 
sustainable solutions to 
universalise across the 
education system. 

the

Identify gaps in the 
universalisation of 
public preschool 
and primary school 
education.

that 
was

4

learning
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what did

do

pandemic

GANITHA KALIKA ANDOLANA 

Our flagship programme Ganitha Kalika 

Andolana (GKA), is a Math Learning 

Movement for improving math proficiencies 

at the primary level. It is implemented in 

partnership with state governments and 

has touched the lives of over 4 million 

children across the states of Karnataka, 

Odisha and Andhra Pradesh.

FEATURES

• It begins with classroom interventions 

• Helps build the capacity of teachers to 

deliver GKA pedagogy in the classroom, 

with the help of Teaching Learning 

Materials (TLMs)

• It engages the community 

• Encourages home-based learning using 

low-end, entry-level digital devices as a 

supplement to classroom instruction

• Uses appropriate technology for 

programme monitoring and data 

analysis

BUILDING BLOCKS 

Since 2017, Akshara has been making investments 

in creating digital versions of its classroom 

products. The first of them was Building Blocks, 

a FREE math learning app, specifically targeted to 

work on low-end Android phones. Mapped to the 

NCF, it is available in nine languages and does not 

depend on continuous internet connections for 

a child to be able to access it. There have been 

more than 350,000 downloads from Google Play5. 

With up to 6 children (avatars) being able to play 

on one phone (one download), this has potentially 

reached over a million children.

In 2019, Building Blocks was unbundled and made 

available as individual ‘gamelets’ on state DIKSHA 

platforms and linked to Energised Textbooks 

(ETBs) using QR codes6. 

Schools across India have been closed since April 

2020, and we haven’t had the joy of watching 

children come to school and fall in love with 

numbers, as they were doing previously. 

However, we have been working towards getting 

access to some form of these  interventions 

across to them, with our mighty soldiers on the 

ground, our true heroes, our entire field staff and 

army of Education Volunteers. Don’t stop reading 

here, keep reading to know how we did this.

our focus during the pandemic

community?
for the

Schools closed earlier than the scheduled date 

in 2020 for what they assumed was to be ‘the 

summer break’. The lockdown was new to 

everyone. No one knew what to expect. There 

was fear and uncertainty in the silence of the air. 

To say the least, March and April 2020 were 

difficult months for the world as a whole. With 

terms like ‘social distancing’, ‘sanitisers’ and 

‘masks’ being used in every other sentence, 

people braced themselves for a pandemic 

like never before. We were bombarded with 

predictions by experts, rules by governments, 

and casualty coverage by the media. At the same 

time, we also had images and videos of people 

not following these new rules flood our ‘feeds’.

Convincing the last person in the last village 

about the gravity of the situation, why these new 

rules, and how they were going to protect us was 

the absolute need of the hour. The challenge 

our focus

pre

Akshara
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do
In India, what would have otherwise been 

a year seeing children enter a new grade, 

now had hundreds of millions of children 

who potentially lost one academic year 

as of March 2021 and by the time this 

report goes to print, almost 500 days of 

being locked out of school. Simply because 

schools could not open and remote 

learning with digital devices is still not an 

option for them.

Thousands of teachers in each state have 

also lost out – on multiple training sessions 

through the year that empower them with 

better teaching tools and skills, and the 

ability to help their students get access to 

quality education. 

As the world waited for life to go back to 

the old normal, we at Akshara came to the 

conclusion that the best way to utilise this 

academic year would be to build significant 

systemic capacity and be better prepared 

for the future.  Here was an opportunity to 

begin bridging the digital divide, starting 

with teachers. 

Traditionally, Teacher Training in the 

government school system is an elaborate 

3-5 day affair per subject, where large 

groups of teachers congregate every few 

months to attend a variety of training 

sessions. With no light at the end of the 

tunnel as to when physical events would 

resume like before, we stepped on the 

pedal full throttle.   

THE FLEXIBILITY 
OF ANYWHERE, 

ANYTIME TRAINING

then was to figure out how Akshara could help 

people understand the NEED for these new 

rules out on the ground.

Akshara’s field staff and ~15,000 village 

Education Volunteers and Gram Panchayat (GP) 

Team Leaders came together in an awareness 

drive like never before. 

They reached out to over 700,000 households 

and ~32,000 Education Officials on the phone 

or via WhatsApp to sensitise the community on 

the importance of sanitising hands (either with 

sanitiser or any kind of soap easily available), 

wearing masks at all times while stepping out 

and ensuring their children stayed at home. 

They were all requested not to go to the local 

‘jaatre’ (festival) and ‘santhe’ (market) for the 

time being. 

And on the other hand, parents and Education 

Officials were encouraged to facilitate learning at 

home for children. Children were asked to revise 

the lessons they had learnt at school over the last 

year. They were also motivated to practise their 

lessons on the Building Blocks learning app or on 

the DIKSHA platform and listen/read stories on the 

StoryWeaver platform from Pratham Books. 

Did it work? Around 33,000 installations of the 

Building Blocks app and close to 75,000 children 

listening in to Pratham Books stories is proof that 

it did! 

In Odisha, Building Blocks was promoted in a large 

way using ETBs supplied by the state government 

and using the DIKSHA platform and the period 

July 2020 till January 2021 witnessed more than a 

million games being played by children in Odisha 

with nearly 40,000 hours of usage. 

what did
Akshara

1

HIGHLIGHTS

Since the Volunteers were locally available, it was 

effortless to reach them.

The GP Team Leaders  were involved in the local 

committees and worked as front line warriors to 

spread awareness during the COVID pandemic. 

The Panchayat Development Officers (PDO), 

and the GP Presidents in every panchayat  were 

involved in this process with the Volunteers. 

The media, local editions of the  newspapers 

and the local TV channels supported Akshara 

Foundation in publishing the messages in the 

local news.

But even a small initiative like this had its fair share 

of challenges. For instance, most of the people who 

were approached thought that the virus will not do 

anything to them and they did not wear masks.

It was very difficult for Akshara’s staff to reach out 

to the Team Leaders and the Education Volunteers 

because many Gram Panchayats did not allow 

outsiders in the village.

Education Volunteers and Team Leaders however, 

were allowed to go around (following all necessary 

protocols of course) their community/village because 

they are locals – so wherever possible, many 

Volunteers went door-to-door, but maintained a safe 

distance all the while.

8

teachers?
for
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SCAN THESE QR CODES OR 
CLICK ON THEM TO WATCH 

THE VIDEOS

Teachers are born social creatures. Whether 

they’re teaching children in a classroom, 

or learning from their peers’ experiences, 

they thrive on this knowledge transfer. And 

sometimes, we ourselves have been privy to 

an idea going viral and being adopted by an 

entire district.

Over the last couple of years, many positive 

stories of classroom innovations, child-level 

impact, community participation etc., have 

emerged from teachers implementing GKA 

across Karnataka and Odisha. 

At a time when colleagues were not able to meet and 

share these experiences with each other, we decided 

to provide an easily accessible platform to showcase 

these stories. This led to an idea of a podcast by 

teachers, for teachers – Pratibimba. 

Launched in October 2020, Pratibimba is Akshara 

Foundation’s curated podcast series. It is a platform 

for teachers and Education Department Officials 

to share and learn. It brings out positive stories on 

classroom innovations, community participation 

and child-level impact that have emerged from 

government-run primary schools.

Akshara’s field and resource teams approach a Block 

Education Officer (BEO) and ask them to nominate 

remarkable teachers/educators in their geography. 

The team then follows up with the teachers and 

schedules the recording, curates the episode, gets 

them edited and finally publishes them on the public 

platform every week. 

The links are then shared with a wide audience every 

week, via social networking messaging apps. One 

can listen to the episodes of this podcast in audio 

format on a mobile phone. On average, episodes on 

Pratibimba range from 10-12 minutes and see ~825 

downloads per episode. 

We’ve summarised our very first episode for you. But 

it’s nothing close to the real deal. We hope you go on 

and listen to the episodes after you read this.  

SOME 
MUCH-NEEDED 

PEER MOTIVATION

We aimed to digitise the training specifically designed for 

GKA. So that teachers could access them any time, from 

anywhere. The math resource team got right to it. Within 

a couple of months, the entire training module, titled 

GKA Teaching-Learning Videos, had been scripted for a 

one-way transmission mode, complete with FAQs and 

Common Misconceptions that the team has experienced 

during offline trainings. 

Like all our content, these videos have been mapped to 

the existing curriculum (NCF). On a side note, if schools 

hadn’t shut GKA would have been in use this year across 

nearly 80,000 schools. 

But since that hasn’t yet happened, we also scripted out 

four sample videos to demonstrate how these children 

can still have a classroom-like experience by learning 

from a ‘teacher’, despite being at home.

Once the lockdown lifted, we put together a small crew 

and filmed each and every module, to produce over 

25 hours of content. This was filmed in Kannada, but 

by March 31, 2021, we had replicated and dubbed this 

content in English, Hindi, and Telugu as well. They were 

then uploaded on Akshara’s YouTube channel and on to 

the DIKSHA platform. 

Getting teachers trained through a continuous stream 

of training videos throughout the course of an academic 

year will get the teachers better equipped to teach 

foundational numeracy.

We aimed to create:

• Training Videos for teachers that will help them refresh their 

basics on numeracy concepts  and effective learning activities 

that can be later adopted in classroom instructions. 

• Simple educational videos for children that can help them 

understand math concepts.
2
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https://tinyurl.com/gkavideos-english
https://tinyurl.com/gkavideos-kannada
https://tinyurl.com/gka-videos-telugu
https://tinyurl.com/gkavideos-hindi
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Together, the school authorities and children 

planted saplings with the help of the local 

panchayat. Vegetables needed for the mid-day 

meal are actually grown on their campus. As 

a result, the school is recognised as a ‘Yellow 

School’ by the Environment Department. Hers is 

the first school in the state to implement a water 

bell and has bagged the first place in a survey 

done by the ‘Nali Kali’ stream of learning.

She goes on to talk about how Akshara 

Foundation has given GKA math kits to the 

school. Though they are meant for primary 

schools, they are found to be useful for higher 

primary classes as well. 

School excursions and celebrations of important 

days are a regular feature of the school now. 

They celebrate the birthday of the school 

building as well. The government, donors, the 

public, and enthusiastic students have made it all 

happen. The best part of all this is that schools 

in the neighbourhood are trying to emulate this 

school, which in itself is an honour.

So how did we get these new digital assets 

out to the intended audience? 

With help from the Education Department 

and via social messaging networks. Together, 

this makes a formidable combination that 

allows communication to be immediate, 

inclusive and interactive. 

On an animated day when Akshara was not gloomily 

surveying the state of education, bogged down in 

COVID angst, a lively little idea escaped into the 

air and circulated around the office. Discussions 

flew, everyone had a progressive thought or two to 

contribute, and as always, an idea was honed into 

rough, preliminary form. The rest was up to the field 

teams - Akshara’s Divisional Field Managers (DFMs) 

and Akshara’s District Field Coordinators (DFCs) who 

work with the DFMs - to design and develop. The 

100 Days’ Programme, when it began, was a work of 

chance, of ideas sparking and growing. 

This is not typically how programmes are drawn 

up at Akshara. But unusual times call for unusual 

responses. “Our concern was: There was no school, 

no action, no learning,” said Shankar Narayan, 

Head of Akshara’s Field Operations and Community 

Programme. “One year of a child’s life was going to be 

lost. We had to have a programme that kept children 

in the loop of learning.”

“Unless we’re confident, unless our people believe 

in it, we can’t achieve anything,” Ashok Kamath, 

Chairman, Akshara Foundation, had said that day, 

and that spirit drove the programme all through 

January, February and March 2021.

The programme reached 75,294 children of grades 

4 and 5 across “wherever possible” regions of 

Karnataka. These were children deprived, neglected, 

with neither aim nor direction to guide them, cast 

adrift in the thick of the pandemic. The programme 

was implemented in selected blocks of 20 districts. 

A lean 15-member field team in different hubs 

spearheaded and managed this massive outreach. 

Akshara formally christened it The 100 Days’ 

Programme, often trimmed to simply 100 Days, its 

favourite nomenclature.

PROVIDING 
ACCESS TO 
LEARNING

THE 100 DAYS’ 
PROGRAMME

do
children?

for

THE YELLOW SCHOOL IN GADAG

This is the story of Mamatha, a teacher at the 

Government Higher Primary School, Narayanapura, 

Gadag district. 

When she joined the school, it was being run in a 

dilapidated old building. She was put in charge of 

the school. She shared her ideas with her colleagues 

and, with the help of the public and public servants, 

got a new building sanctioned for the school.

Once that was done, the team concentrated 

on beautifying the campus. They cleaned it up, 

arranged for potable water, worked on waste 

disposal, etc. They got modern teaching aids with 

the help of donations from the community. The 

school now has a digital classroom.

This initiative and a subsequent campaign 

has paved the way for our team to be a part 

of social networking groups of every kind – 

be it at a Gram Panchayat level, District level 

or with teachers and Headmasters. And has 

helped us get our messages across to over 

95,000 stakeholders.

what did
Akshara

SCAN THIS QR CODE 
OR CLICK ON IT 
TO LISTEN TO ALL 
THE EPISODES OF 
PRATIBIMBA 
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https://akshara.org.in/podcast/
https://akshara.org.in/podcast/
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They volunteer for Akshara’s educational 

programmes. Akshara started grooming them 

eight years ago. It was a groundbreaking 

concept then. From an initial group of 400-500 

Volunteers across villages in Karnataka, their 

number has swollen to 10,000-12,000. None of 

them gets a remuneration from Akshara. Work 

is its own recompense.

The programme utilised the services of 9000+ 

Volunteers who functioned under the able and 

creative direction of four Akshara DFMs and 

11 DFCs. Each Volunteer covered a minimum 

of five children. Or as Shankar Narayan put it, 

“Only two children in grade 5 available? Then 

that at least.”

The pedagogical resources were the Suvega 

compilation, the Department of Education  

(DOE)-supplied math workbooks for grades 

4 and 5. The Department had distributed 

them to children before the COVID outbreak. 

Suvega is a two-part edition for each grade with 

worksheets aligned to the school textbooks. All 

the children in the programme underwent an 

Akshara-administered pre-test or entry level 

assessment. Unfortunately, the post-test at the 

end of the programme had to be cancelled due 

to the formidable second COVID wave that hit 

the country. 

The outcomes were presented across the score 

bands followed by the State Secondary Leaving 

Certificate (SSLC). 

Over the years, Akshara has developed a unique 

model of community engagement and that 

powered 100 Days. The GP  Team Leaders and 

Education Volunteers, local village youth with 

education on their side, were the foot soldiers. 

What did Akshara face on a day-to-day basis? 

What were the challenges?

The target figure of 1,00,000 children, to begin 

with, was too far-reaching. But 75,294 was a 

feat too. Around 15% of the children mentioned 

in the schools’ lists couldn’t be traced in the 

villages. They were away working or had gone 

to their grandparents for a break or migrated 

from their home base altogether. Some children 

shied away from participation despite the best 

persuasion skills of the Volunteers.

Another challenge was to keep children coming 

back for their one hour of lessons, day after day 

for 100 days. Would motivation just fizzle out? 

Shankar said, “Students in the programme were 

bound to feel that the children in the rest of the 

classes were out playing. That 6th grade student 

is roaming freely. Will this 4th or 5th grader then 

remain in class for 100 days? We didn’t exactly 

know how serious parents were. Some said, 

‘Schools are shut. Nothing is going on. Then why 

are these people disturbing us?’” 

Talking of motivation, Shankar said, “Hundred 

days, 100 hours. We had to keep the 

children highly inspired. School is a different 

environment. It is a built culture, it is structured. 

In the house interest is scattered. Children 

have to adjust from a structured to a scattered 

system. It was challenging for them. How were 

we going to capture their attention in a scattered 

situation? This was a first-time experience 

for them. They’d become demotivated about 

learning in the COVID period.”

14

Spare at least 30 minutes every day. Re-learn 

math or reinforce what’s rusty and out of 

use. This was the programme’s rallying cry 

to students, parents, Volunteers, and the 

community who were exhorted to join this 

melting pot of learning. 
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Akshara’s divisional 
field managers

The Divisional Field Managers (DFMs) don’t 

want to be known as leaders. “Everyone in the 

field is a leader,” as Angelina said. Angelina, H.B. 

Kanni, Ranganath and Srikanth. They’re one 

with their teams of District Field Coordinators 

(DFCs) and Volunteers, uniting in the spirit of 

togetherness, collaboration, and coordination, 

working towards goal attainment. Angelina 

would tell her team, “Let’s not lose hope. This 

is our work. Tell me your problems and let’s 

discuss solutions.”

That was the animating characteristic of 

100 Days. The four of them were the chief 

implementers, and they did it with energy 

and effort.

Kanni, spare, wiry, well into his middle years, 

has a mind of his own, and yet can negotiate, 

conciliate, or hold his ground, and gets on 

famously with the DOE across the spectrum. 

For him the Volunteers captured the essence of 

100 Days. “It gives me great satisfaction to see 

them going around the villages.”

When he occasionally came to a dead-end 

with the DOE despite his strong connections, 

Ranganath never stopped emphasising to 

officials the chasm splitting wide open in 

primary education, the COVID effect on 

learning. “Our programmes touch the lives of 

children,” he would plead with them at times. 

Srikanth is a quiet worker, behind-the-scenes. 

He had his share of work for 100 Days. His 

specialisation is the collection, collation, and 

dissemination of Akshara’s programme data. 

That the message of COVID awareness was 

conveyed to 7,19,259 households in Karnataka, 

or that there were 75,294 children in 100 Days, 

he can summon it all at will.

What they all have in common is fervour for the 

cause of children, for Akshara’s programmes. 

They deeply regret the learning loss that has 

occurred and would like to redeem a “dark, lost 

year” with the brightness of hope and action.

with

and
hope
action

It is easy to extol Akshara’s committed audacity 

– partner NGOs often do so. The field teams 

and the Volunteers were operating in a pressure 

chamber. Not everyone, however, saw the 

endeavour with a clear-sighted lens. Opposition 

and confrontation? 100 Days had its fair share. 

The DOE took time to warm up to the initiative. 

The field teams and Volunteers deserve a 

reverberating round of applause. The programme 

dropped on them one fine day. “Come on,” 

Akshara told them. “Gear up. Engage the children. 

Do some learning activity.” “Suddenly we gave 

them a challenge, without creating a supportive 

environment in the field,” said Shankar. “We didn’t 

prepare them or the Volunteers for this war.”

And at Akshara there isn’t any war chest either. 

Akshara lives for the day, the moment, the 

prevailing programme. There’s never been a 16

corpus. “We were not expecting donor support,” 

said Shankar. “Money is important, but for 

such programmes, we also need passion, 

commitment – sometimes we need that more 

than money.”

Attempting the seemingly impossible, riddled 

full of challenges, Akshara was confident of 

coming through this. As Shankar asked, “What is 

it without a few challenges? Where’s the thrill? If 

there are no problems where’s the excitement?” 

At a point in time when many of the challenges 

are turning into footnotes of the past, Akshara 

is gratified with the outcome of 100 Days. “Our 

field teams were happy,” encapsulated Shankar. 

“The community viewed it positively. Even the 

DOE said it was a good programme. We had no 

bad experiences. No COVID related problems, 

no major people problems. What more does a 

programme need?” 
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IGHT THROUGH the lockdown, 

through school closures, we 

were doing work. 100 Days 

was very challenging,” Angelina Gregory, 

the Divisional Field Manager of Gadag, 

Dharwad, Haveri, Belagavi and Sirsi 

districts in Karnataka, said. “But without 

challenges you don’t grow.”

College going students were Volunteers. Children’s 

siblings and parents and aunts were Volunteers. 

They were all teaching the children.”  

In homes and community meeting places, 

wherever some space was available, the Volunteers 

congregated with small groups of 5-6 children, 

sometimes more, at times fewer. Children were 

scrupulously masked and sitting not too close to 

each other, the Suvega workbooks open before 

them, attempting to crack the sums. 

Field work is unceasing, intense, but Akshara teams 

do it with mutual respect and a supportive feel, 

without the controlling streak. “Everyone in the field 

is a leader,” said Angelina who with four DFCs unites 

into a tight-knit group of implementers. 

“We’ve put in a lot of work towards building a 

volunteer base and strengthening it,” said Angelina. 

“That’s paying off now. The Volunteers uplift our 

confidence. We uplift theirs.” 

The pre-test of 100 Days was conducted using a 

home-grown formula by Angelina and her team. 

They handed over the question papers to groups 

of GP Team Leaders who assembled by prior 

arrangement in a particular GP’s jurisdiction. The 

team had less than a week to complete due process, 

and the relief they felt, once the answer papers had 

been despatched to Bangalore for data entry, was 

almost euphoric. 

Challenges of every kind hovered menacingly over 

the field teams during this programme. Angelina 

and her team were no exception. In her area, HMs 

complained that the pre-test would reflect 

poorly on their image as instructors. A Deputy 

Director Public Instruction (DDPI)  asked, “How 

will the community and a few Volunteers do 

this? They can’t. They don’t know anything.” 

“Then and there I decided I would do it,” 

said Angelina. By bus, train and even two-

wheelers, she and her team went up and 

down their blocks.

Engaging with the Department of Education 

is every DFM and DFC’s unavoidable task. A 

favourable response is a coveted aspiration. 

Soon Angelina began to discover a supportive 

tone in their communication, a different 

sentiment. “They wanted to be there with us, 

on our side, whatever it was.” When she was 

in Gadag to meet the DDPI and the District 

Institute of Education and Training (DIET) 

Principal on one of her numerous visits, they 

told her, “You’re doing our work.” 

The DDPI reiterated his earlier comment, but 

it had a milder quality. “You people never keep 

quiet,” said this time with amusement, even 

indulgence. The Haveri DDPI told Angelina, 

“There are so many NGOs. Only Akshara 

Foundation seems to be active.” 

She feels proud that not even the DOE with 

its abundance of machinery, manpower and 

mobilisation capabilities had thought in terms 

of such an inventive programme for children 

for whom education during COVID has been 

a fade-out.

challenges,
without

you don’t

ANGELINA GREGORY

Angelina and team covered 22,000 children 

in Gadag, Dharwad and Haveri districts, the 

operations carried out by 3,264 Volunteers. 

A village a day, most of the time, was Angelina’s 

agenda. As of March end, she had been to 52 

villages, meeting and motivating Volunteers 

and children and giving tactical suggestions 

and instructions to them. “This is what I saw,” 

she said. “Anganwadi workers were Volunteers. 

Government schoolteachers were Volunteers. 

R
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OR DFM KANNI, 
Hirekumbalagunta in Kudligi 

block in Bellary district is home, a 

large village, says Census 2011, with 

a population of 3,495 people and 676 

families. The inauguration of the 100 Days’ 

Programme was held in the community hall, 

a 30x16 sq.ft. multipurpose space donated to 

the DOE by a benevolent community member 

where educational activities take place. Kanni 

himself is no unknown figure here. People 

know him as an Akshara representative, 

tireless in the service of education.

Kanni and his team of three DFCs were in 

charge of approximately 17,500 children in 

total. The areas they covered spread across 

parts of Chitradurga, Bellary, Davanagere, 

Hassan, Kodagu, Tumakuru, Madhugiri and 

Chikmagalur districts. 

Kanni had approximately 2,500 Volunteers 

in his area of operation. “Most of them were 

fully dedicated,” Kanni said. “They feel for their 

villages, this society. They’re a very effective 

tool. It gives me great happiness to see them 

going around the villages,” said Kanni. 

For Kanni there’s perhaps no greater 

affirmation of his work than his bond-

building with the DOE, be it with the DDPI or 

the DIET Principal, or the administrative chain 

of office bearers at the Gram Panchayat. He 

has connections across rungs. “They support me a 

lot. I had no problems with the DOE for 100 Days 

in Chitradurga which is my primary work area. No 

problem with the Teachers’ Union.” 

In fact, the DDPI and DIET called the BEOs and 

Block Resource Persons (BRPs) and told them, 

“Be fully involved with the 100 Days’ Karyakrama 

(programme).” Instructions transmitted down the 

line and Kanni gave the question paper bundles 

to the Cluster Resource Persons. (CRPs) , who 

along with the PDOs, called over the Volunteers to 

the GP offices and asked them to distribute them 

to the children. 

There was a different angle to tackle in Kodagu. It is 

mountainous, coffee-growing country and harvesting 

time coincided with the programme’s roll-out and 

duration. Coffee workers’ children go to work with 

them. The Volunteers struck a kinship with the 

workers, but not before permission was sought and 

obtained from the estate owners. 

“Our Volunteers drove the programme in Kodagu,” 

said Kanni. “Most of them there were women and 

KANNI H.B.

children
care

we’re
taking

of our

F
they got easier, though geographically 

difficult, access to the workers’ houses 

and were able to convince them about the 

programme’s importance and relevance, 

its timeliness, for their children. So, we had 

some support coming our way. But it was a 

challenge to implement it.” 

What in Kanni’s view symbolised the spirit 

of The 100 Days’ Programme? There was 

this 5th grade student in Manangi village 

in Chitradurga district whose father, a 

somewhat educated person, would coach 

him with the Suvega workbook. “You have 

to study. Every day. Study,” he would tell his 

son, relentless in his messaging. The boy was 

studious, grasped at once and heeded his 

father’s advice. One day he turned around 

and asked his father, “Why is it that you’re 

teaching only me? I’m going to bring my 

friends over. Teach them also.” It was the 

parent’s turn to heed his son’s wise counsel. 

Their class expanded to accommodate all the 

new entrants and they moved to the shade of 

a tree for their math. Such enthusiasm was 

infectious and Kanni saw it in many places.

Employing a rich metaphor to illustrate his 

point, he said, “When the rains come, we 

start planting trees. But the virus has brought 

about an educational drought, and amid this 

dry spell we have tried to save and grow life. 

We’re taking care of our children…… It gives 

me great satisfaction.”

2020
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IVISIONAL FIELD MANAGER 
Ranganath bases himself in 

Raichur and covers Kalyana-

Karnataka, previously known as 

Hyderabad-Karnataka - the districts of 

Ballari, Bidar, Koppal, Raichur, Yadgir, 

Vijayanagara and Kalaburagi, the same 

region where Akshara’s programmes used 

to be in full swing before. Ranganath can 

competently and with confidence talk about 

the 27,430 children in 4th and 5th grades he 

and his team of four DFCs oversee. 

“We told parents and community people, ‘Don’t 

be afraid of the virus. Don’t fear it, be aware 

of it, and do what you must. Hand sanitising, 

masking, social distancing – maintain all that 

without fail.’ We showed them how to use 

everything. We instructed them on how to 

stitch and make cloth masks at home. We 

encouraged them not to give up on their 

children’s education.” 

“We told them: ‘Make your home a classroom. 

Make children read. Make them answer story-

based questions. Make them do math.’ We 

demonstrated the use of Building Blocks to 

those who had smartphones. It was such a big 

challenge because travelling wasn’t easy. We 

had to stay overnight sometimes and there 

was no place – no hotels, no lodging facilities, 

no food. We had to have multiple letters of 

permission, from the District Commissioner, 

the police…. and after all that while travelling 

anywhere the police would stop us asking, 

‘Where? Why?’”

In the throes of this COVID chaos, true to its 

calling as an educational NGO, Akshara decided 

to implement The 100 Days’ Programme. In their 

territory, Ranganath and his team covered a 

sweep of the aforementioned 27,430 children 

in grades 4 and 5, in 16 blocks, 172 Gram 

Panchayats and 676 villages. 

Ranganath is credited with bringing in the 

maximum news coverage for The 100 Days’ 

Programme. If media interest was unfailingly 

supportive, the team was as much responsible 

as the fact that here was a programme with 

flair. It was almost always on the front page 

of every prominent local newspaper. “First 

of all we had a good programme,” reiterated 

Ranganath. A newsworthy one. Reporters 

were taken up by the sheer boldness of it. “We 

called up everyone we knew at the news desks 

and followed up. When they came, all of us, 

whole communities, got together and talked 

to them about our programme. Finally, they’re 

our partners too.”

How would Ranganath describe himself? 

“I work for children’s outcome-oriented, 

innovative learning. I am Akshara’s education 

representative, a Resource Person for the 

teaching community and an action-taker on 

behalf of the community.” Going by his field 

practices, his strengths can be delineated 

as the following: He thinks and plans out his 

work, he employs specific work strategies for 

each situation, and tries to inspire his team to 

greater highs. His mind is set on implementing 

new, novel and creative programmes for the 

benefit of children.

RANGANATH

things
do
i want

to

D What defined 2020-21 was the unprecedented 

travail of COVID. When the academic year began 

on April 1, the nation had shuttered itself. “Entire 

districts closed down,” Ranganath said. “Normal 

life halted. People lost their jobs and livelihoods.” 

The thought that dominated the discourse was 

how to reach succour to families and children. The 

team with its small army of 3,345 Volunteers - 667 

GP Team Leaders and 2,678 Education Volunteers 

- ploughed into the arena, went village to village, to 

alleviate mental distress and offer guidance. 
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F YOU WERE TO ASK Srikanth 

Bhat to describe what he does as 

Divisional Field Manager, working out 

of Akshara’s Bangalore office, you’d 

get this mild-mannered, self-effacing 

response, “I support the Operations 

Team.” And then he’d stop.

Sushmita Ananth, the Creative Head , filled in what he 

quietly left unsaid. “Srikanth is Akshara’s information 

powerhouse. He’s the first person anyone goes to 

for anything and everything. Connect us to a teacher 

somewhere, anywhere, in Karnataka; get those 

impact numbers; coordinate a visit or a training; solve 

this problem; how many people have you shared it 

with? Reached everyone in the DOE? He’s Akshara’s 

repository.” Of facts and figures, Akshara’s data-keeper, 

problem-solver. Sometimes, from the mundane to the 

sublime, he seems to have it all in his hands. 

support
i

everybody

SRIKANTH BHAT

Everything about Operations is Srikanth’s 

strength, his domain. Numbers, needless 

to say, come spilling out straight from the 

top of his mind. He doesn’t need to search 

too deep or stretch and strain. Over time he 

has developed and refined a system of data 

collection and distilling. “I collect data from the 

field. I consolidate it, share it with everyone at 

Akshara. Somebody asks urgently for figures 

for a donor report or for a report on Bidar or 

Mandya, I can provide it. All district reports are 

with me.” 

“It’s a very sad thing that education loss has 

happened on this big scale. To retrieve what’s 

lost is going to be difficult. You go to the field, 

the children are all playing all the time. That’s 

why the Nanjangud-Mendhashal Projects, 

Akshara’s blended learning initiatives, were 

were a good experience for them.”

Having received from Akshara as much as 

he has given, Srikanth said, “I learnt more 

effective ways of community engagement. I 

gained confidence. Courage started brimming 

in me, especially self-belief. I support 

everybody. We’re all the same team.”

Srikanth has been at Akshara for 20 years, and that’s 

almost as long as Akshara has been here, doing this 

work. He has witnessed it all, the ebb, the flow, the 

currents of change-making.

Along with his other responsibilities he’s also in 

charge of Bangalore Urban and Rural districts 

and Chikkaballapur district. “I keep talking and 

communicating, with the DDPI, the BEOs, the BRPs 

and CRPs of these districts. I share with them the 

programmes we’re doing, the Teaching Learning 

Videos, the Teacher Podcasts. I present it from the 

children’s point of view.” That deflects and dissolves 

any possible resistance. 

Take the instance of The 100 Days’ Programme 

Akshara conducted in Bangalore Urban. It was a 

small number set of 120 children. “When we started 

no Education Official responded. But I didn’t stop 

interacting. Slowly they came around. We did the pre-

tests without any opposition and then DOE officials 

told us, ‘You’re doing good work.’”

One of the mega outreaches of 2020-21 was the 

COVID awareness Akshara planned and executed. 

Srikanth was the Coordinator of that mammoth 

effort, his mobile hard to prise away from his ear. 

“We did it all through the phone. Around 9,000+ 

Volunteers from across Karnataka participated.” He 

says that the DOE wasn’t supportive in the beginning. 

Then when they saw what was unfolding on the 

ground, they revised their dismissive stance and 

instead of positioning themselves on the opposite 

side of the discourse, reached out and appreciated 

the programme. 

I
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HOW TO OPTIMISE A 2-YEAR SYLLABUS 

FOR 1-YEAR

Akshara anchored  a workshop on the 

request of the Government of Karnataka 

to develop activity-based learning aligned 

with the National Education Policy (NEP) 

-2020 framework, math curriculum 

and GKA principles. The activities were 

designed to enable teachers to help 

children catch up with learning loss due 

to COVID.

Akshara played a major part in various workshops and training 
sessions organised by the Education Department at various levels 
through the year, as valuable partners and experts. 

We have been an integral part of many state 

led initiatives to help in the planning and 

strategy of their programmes

a. Akshara participated as a member of the 

State’s advisory group for Nali-Kali on the 

revision of the Nali-Kali curriculum and 

activities to be rolled out at the state level 

in June 2021.

b. Akshara has participated in several 

meetings and workshops organised by 

the State Government to discuss the 

challenges and solutions for learning due 

to COVID-19. 

Akshara partnered with Sikshana 

Foundation on inserting QR codes into their 

workbooks, that have then been linked to 

the Building Blocks content for math.

PERSPECTIVES ON FOUNDATIONAL LEARNING 

FOR ILP

Akshara was invited by the India Literacy Project 

(ILP) to address around 80 network participants 

from Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Andhra, Telangana, 

Bihar, Odisha and Jharkhand on Perspectives for 

Foundational Learning. 

The objective of this workshop was to strengthen 

the understanding of the ILP team and NGO 

partners on the Foundational Learning for 

academic progress, as a key/critical area of 

our work is to strengthen the Early Childhood 

Education (ECE) component under the Integrated 

Child Development Services (ICDS) and improve 

learning outcomes in school education. 
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9th National Conference Mathematics 

Education, NCERT7 Bhopal: 20th December 2020

Akshara presented a paper titled: Longer the 

Exposure Better the Outcomes - Evidence from 

Ganitha Kalika Andolana, a paper that demonstrates 

that activity-based GKA is the math period that 

is taught in schools and is aligned with the math 

syllabus. It has had a positive impact on math 

learning for grades 4 and 5. The results suggest 

that the effect on learning outcomes of grade 6 

students was positive and concludes that the longer 

the exposure to the GKA programme the larger the 

positive effects on learning outcomes.
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ODISHA

As thought leaders when it comes to math and the 

way it is taught in government schools, it’s also 

equally important to listen to the demand side 

time and again, engage in meaningful partnerships 

and encourage conversations that can benefit the 

different stakeholders of this model.

To this effect, Akshara organises a Math 

Symposium – It All Adds Up - every year, on National 

Mathematics Day, 22nd December. 

Due to the pandemic, we had to take the 

Symposium online in 2020. The theme was of 

course, to chalk out the future of education in a 

post pandemic world with eminent speakers like 

Shri. Anil Swarup, IAS (Retd.), Former Secretary, 

Government of India and the then Chief Secretary, 

Government of Karnataka, Shri T M Vijay Bhaskar, 

IAS among others as panelists. 

All of Akshara’s educational tools, neatly 

encompassed in a packaged edition, were formally 

unveiled at the Symposium. Mr. Vijay Bhaskar, Mr. 

Anil Swarup and Ms. Rekha Menon, Chairman, 

Accenture India, and Trustee, Akshara Foundation, 

untied the ribbon and displayed them – a thumb 

drive loaded with the Teaching Learning Videos, a 

Teacher’s Manual on GKA, a flyer on the Building 

Blocks learning app, a flyer on the podcast 

Pratibimba, and specifications of the GKA kit.

Explaining the motivations for the event, Mr. Ashok 

Kamath, Chairman, Akshara Foundation, said, 

“The reason we do this is because we believe a lot 

of people can benefit from our experience, our 

pedagogy, our kit, our processes. We can bring in 

a lot of different people to a Symposium like this. 

As social organisations we have to be transparent 

and share our learning – this is our belief and this is 

why we are champions of the Creative Commons. 

For this Symposium, we brought in industry bodies 

like Nasscom, donors like Omidyar Network and 

Technology Partners like EkStep. We invited the 

Indian diaspora in the US to thank them for their 

encouragement. The Symposium demonstrated that 

our value systems are really strong.”

Through the Symposium, we were able to listen to 

viewpoints from multiple stakeholders on how math 

can be taught to benefit millions of children in India 

in the early grades. In a post-pandemic world, the 

use of digital technologies becomes more relevant 

and we should not exclude even a single child from 

getting the benefits of technology. 

Scan this QR code or click on it 

to watch the Symposium:

22nd DECEMBER 2020

The Lead Trainer

Rajesh Biswal is a State Resource Group member 

of Foundational Numeracy (FLN Mission, Odisha). 

He is a teacher trainer in math, high up in Odisha’s 

echelons of training, selected by the Department 

of School and Mass Education for the sharp 

skills he so readily has in hand. He’s also one of 

Akshara’s State Mentors in math. 

“I’m a teacher too,” he said with pride. Not that 

training is less satisfying. When it happens every 

now and then, it’s memorable, inspiring. But 

teaching is continuous, a perennial enjoyment. 

Rajesh Biswal is the primary grade math teacher 

at the Government High School in Bissamcuttack 

block in Rayagada district and couldn’t stop 

talking about the lasting impressions the GKA 

kit of teaching-learning materials (TLMs) has 

made on him. In his 14 years as a teacher, he 

has never seen anything like it, he said. “The 

method, the style - it stays in the student’s mind, 

removes the confusion.”

M A T H  S Y M P O S I U M

O F F L I N E  T R A I N I N G  R E S U M E S

Rajesh Biswal brings the same passion to his GKA 

trainings. He recalled the first Akshara training he 

participated in with Master Trainer Dr. Annapurna 

Kamath when he was introduced to the beauty 

of GKA. A trainer ever since, at every GKA training 

in Odisha from 2017, he trains exactly the way he 

teaches, with vitality, so that students – and teachers 

– “understand easily.”

It was in the natural scheme of things, preordained 

in fact, that he was selected the Lead Trainer at the 

GKA offline training that the ST & SC Development, 

Minorities and Backward Classes Welfare 

Department (STSCD) conducted for 100 teachers in 

January-February 2021. 

A Programme for Disadvantaged Children

Akshara had signed a Memorandum of 

Understanding with the STSCD in December 2019 

to implement a complete programme of learning 

enhancement in its schools, but COVID 19 brought 

it to a halt. Now it was time to jump-start it, and 

“We’re All Impressed”      
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flowing into it. The Department asked for a proposal 

from Akshara, saying, “Give us your training plan and 

the details. We’ll send instructions to the districts.” 

The Odisha Government has a predetermined 

position on education. It is top priority, and 

innovation is encouraged. They drive the momentum; 

they steer the conversation. The decision was taken, 

the days allotted, the time set. Of a full five-day 

schedule, three were allocated for GKA, two for 

English. Akshara would train in GKA, another NGO, 

People For Action (PFA) in English. “GKA was the 

course.” That was Rajesh Biswal’s subject matter. 

A Foothold for Tribal Children

“Our objective,” said Prakash, “is to intervene 

directly in the Ashram schools and increase the 

learning levels of children not exposed to Concrete-

Representational-Abstract (CRA) based learning. Our 

aim was to bring in the best possible talent to train 

the Ashram school teachers.”

Math cannot be encompassed by boundaries and 

GKA attempts to range over the wide vistas of the 

grades 1-5 syllabi. The CRA crux of the programme 

determined how the modules developed. Every 

concept was elaborated and explained and conveyed 

through the prism of its CRA methodology and the kit. 

with GKA’s assertive successes in Balangir 

and Rayagada districts over two years, the 

government was planning to stretch out to 

the predominantly tribal districts of Koraput 

and Mayurbhanj. When fully realised the 

programme will cover a range of activities 

from school readiness, libraries, and digital 

learning solutions for GKA. The target 

beneficiaries will be tribal children in grades 

1-5, whose educational foundations are weak, 

their acumen undeveloped, their scores 

below the state average, their learning course 

practically uncharted.

Training and Cascading

Training always heralds any initiative, and 

training began with resourcing teachers in 

GKA which is the chief component in the 

programme’s repertoire, the heavyweight, so 

to speak. 

The 100 teachers were all District Resource 

Persons (DRPs) who are specially chosen 

by the Department for their expertise in 

“I attended both the trainings. It made me feel so 

enthusiastic and interested in GKA. I felt convinced 

that we can take it to classrooms in Ashram 

schools,” said Prakash. Tribal children will surely 

get a foothold in math, he is confident. The teacher 

participants too felt his enthusiasm. 

Rajesh Biswal could have gone on for another five 

days. Such are the techniques and approaches of 

GKA, he felt. One TLM tackles multiple concepts. 

There are different routes to problem-solving, to an 

answer. No one way is sacrosanct. It gives children 

manifold strategies and helps generate procedural 

fluency and conceptual clarity. 

With the knowledge-building that GKA is capable 

of at the back of his mind Rajesh Biswal felt he 

hadn’t explored its potential sufficiently. He wished 

he had more time. “Three days were not enough. 

I couldn’t explain some concepts or address some 

weaknesses.” But just as in his district GKA has 

wrought 50-60% knowledge improvement, and 

the first thing children in his class shout for every 

morning is “the kit, the kit,” the teacher trainees too 

had a soaring opinion of their assignment with GKA. 

When the District Welfare Officer on an observation 

visit asked them to talk about the training, they said, 

“Very good teaching. Very good model. We’re happy 

with CRA. We’re all impressed.”

3030

math. The DRPs will cascade the training to 1,000 

teachers who support the tribal children in special, 

free-of-cost schools-cum-hostels that the SC&ST 

Development Department has established for 

them, called Ashram schools. The teachers need 

to have keen professional skills to coach and teach 

these children who are trailing.

The offline element has to be stressed. The 

move was to go back to in-person training, not to 

repudiate the digital medium that is increasingly 

the stage for Akshara trainings in the COVID era, 

but to evolve a blended benchmark for times 

to come. The SC&ST Development Department  

provided open-air campus venues for the twin 

trainings, one in Koraput, the other in Mayurbhanj, 

50 teachers participating in each locality. 

“Give us Your Plan…..”

In early January 2021, when the air seemed to 

have cleared of the first wave of COVID, the STSCD 

invited Prakash Sahoo, Akshara’s State Lead for 

Odisha, for a consultation on the programme and 

that’s when the idea printed in the MOU got life 
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the learning that should be

Akshara took it upon itself in these COVID times to 

design and implement a blended learning model 

that had innovation as its centrepiece. 

This comes against the backdrop of hard-hitting 

data that points to India’s education system having 

taken a battering. UNICEF reports that over 1.5 

million schools effectively closed down, affecting 

286 million children from pre-primary to secondary 

levels. A World Bank report quantifies India’s 

subsequent loss in future earnings to be $440 

billion (Rs.32.3 lakh crore). 

Governments are faced with the double challenge 

of (a) physical training of teachers where social 

distancing will be an issue and (b) keeping children 

engaged and learning with schools likely to remain 

closed until the situation gets better (the situation 

that was in 2020).

However, we at Akshara saw this as an 

opportunity for a better tomorrow. There is one 

important feature that has been absent or at the 

most, very low-key in the government school front 

- Digital Infrastructure. 

a
blended

approach
learning

Akshara devised and implemented two small 

pilots of a possible solution early in 2021 in an 

attempt to solve this problem. The objective of 

implementing the Alternative Learning Project was 

to prove that with providing adequate access to 

digital resources for all children and devising “dual 

lesson plans”, no child is left behind.

Called Paryaya Kalika Yojane in Nanjangud 

(Karnataka) and Bridging the Digital Divide in 

Mendhashal (Odisha), the pilots validated the 

process of a model. As all government schools 

were shut due to the pandemic, the original 

model had to be modified to bring in an effective 

proxy for the teacher - in our case they were trained 

Facilitators from local communities. A total of 345 

children in grades 4 and 5 participated in the pilot.

This initiative has the promise of addressing 

education during the pandemic and beyond; 

mitigating or eliminating the digital divide that exists 

today; and, potentially, creating livelihoods in rural 

communities. Akshara leveraged existing resources 

and technologies available such as its own Building 

Blocks and the government’s DIKSHA platform 

supplemented by ETBs.

the details in the details

TEACHER TRAINING
AN ALL NEW, DUAL LESSON PLAN

CHILD ASSESMENTS

Where every child gets access to 
digital learning, ~200mins/ week

Teachers are 
aligned to adopt 
a new teaching 
strategy, with a 
dual lesson plan 

that includes access 
to digital learning

DAY 1
Classroom instruction by 

the teacher, as normal 

DAY 2
Classroom learning is 

supplemented by ETBs on 
state-provided digital devices + 

textbook/workbook

An entrepreneur/Self Help 
Group (SHG) member owns 
the digital device and gets 

paid by the govt./school 
on a monthly basis

CREATING LIVELIHOODS

50/50
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meet

The pilots followed a rotational, alternate-day 

cycle. On one day, digital learning was delivered via 

smartphones to children. They used the DIKSHA 

platform to learn math with the help of our Building 

Blocks math app. 

The next day they had self-study assigned to them 

from the government-prescribed math workbooks 

for grades 4 and 5 which was corrected before 

the smartphones were in children’s hands for the 

progression and excitement of Building Blocks. 

Weekly tests marked students’ milestones, the 

concepts learnt, the mastery achieved, the scores 

enhanced. The teams monitoring the programme 

were problem-solvers, hand-holders and mentors, 

their guidance sought at reflection meetings that were 

forums for free and frank discussion. 

The baseline and end-line assessments that Akshara 

conducted for the children determined their learning 

status at the beginning of the programme and the 

outcomes at the end of it. The Nanjangud pilot had 

4th graders making higher-level gains, the percentage 

going up from 15% to 46% by the end-line - they were 

in the 60-85% band. Even more striking was that 40% 

of the students scored above 85%. None were in that 

category during the baseline assessment.

Rakshita is in the 5th grade in the local government 

school, from the village of Hosakote8. She was one 

of 240 students of grades 4 and 5 in Nanjangud 

block who were part of Paryaya Ganitha Kalika 

Yojane, the digital medium of imparting math to 

children languishing without school or learning 

amidst the COVID shutdown. Rakshita was among 

the 120 children in grade 5 across 15 villages in the 

block where Akshara implemented the pilot. 

Rakshita said, “Our school is closed because of 

coronavirus. I didn’t touch my books. We didn’t 

study anything. Now a teacher comes from Akshara 

Foundation. We have the Suvega9 workbook with 

us and she gave us the phone and video lessons 

and with all that she teaches us. We’re learning 

very easily with all this material. Thanks.” School 

was always a high purpose and she missed it. 

Two weeks into the pilot, and she was able to 

handle three-digit addition with carry over, 

without external support in a matter of two to 

three minutes. “She’s very interested in studying,” 

said the team. She took it to heart. Her Akshara 

Facilitator was Kavya who has a Diploma in Special 

Education and a soft, singular touch with children. 

Rakshita was so energised she helped Prajwal, 

her next-door neighbour, in the same grade and 

school, who struggled with the basics of math.

rakshita

Click on the QR code below or scan it to 

read a detailed report on the pilot. 

If there’s one certainty of education the 

pandemic exposed in glaring contrast, it 

is the wide gap between the digital haves 

and have-nots. The pre-COVID gap only 

widened, underscoring the reality that 

students without digital facility are at a 

disadvantage, and here, rural children 

are more vulnerable than others. Akshara 

believes and advocates that we, as a 

society should never allow anything to 

disrupt the education of millions of our 

children and we have to ensure a Just 

Equitable and Digitally Inclusive (JEDI) 

education to all our children.
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Arifa Begum is a quiet little girl. In the good times 

before COVID, she used to go to the government 

primary school in her village of Maktab in 

Mendhashal Panchayat, Khordha District, Odisha. 

She was in the 4th grade when her school shut. 

A distraught Arifa told the Akshara Team Lead, 

“School is closed. Learning stopped. Learning is 

difficult now. Last year’s learning all forgotten.”

Arifa enjoyed school, she enjoyed studying, 

maybe even cherished a special bond with 

schoolbooks. In a picture the Team Lead 

circulated, her pink school bag, looking almost 

new, lay next to her and the Ujwal workbook, the 

school math workbook for grade 4, and a long 

notebook were open before her. 

“I want to study very much,” she told the 

Team Lead. “My mind is in it.” Arifa excelled 

even in the baseline assessment just after she 

entered Akshara’s Bridging the Digital Divide 

programme. A year had slipped past without 

academics, but she still remembered her 

numberwork. Her end-line assessment too, 

after the programme’s four months were up, 

was a testament to her earnestness and skills. 

“She did very well,” said the Team Lead. 

The programme captivated Arifa. On one day it 

was the exploration with technology, the next 

the concreteness of the workbook, of math 

well and truly in her hands. And as she held 

this knowledge close, she worried, “How much 

longer will you continue this programme? Till 

when? What will we do after four months? 

How will we study? Schools are closed. How 

will I study?” 

will i
study?

how

There was a plaintive appeal in her questioning and the 

Team Lead had no words to console her. “I enjoy coming 

here. I like the learning content. What can be done?” 

The Team Lead finally conceded, “We don’t have answers 

to that. We’ll try and see what can be done.”

Arifa was the youngest of six brothers and sisters. Her 

parents worked as daily wage labourers and the family 

economics barely held together. An elder brother 

dropped out in grade 7 – he worked in a hotel. Her eldest 

sister discontinued studies after passing her 10th grade. 

The other siblings were in school.

Arifa is avid for education, there is a voracious hunger 

for it. Would her gender work against her? It requires 

enlightened parents to support a daughter’s ambition. 

Her school could be a mould for her dreams. Two years 

of COVID stagnation must have dialled back the learning 

curve. Akshara meets teachers who are far-sighted and 

inspiring enough to make up for lost time and guide 

children like Arifa to their vision, reconnect them. 

Behind the success of many government school children 

yearning for a better life are progressive parents and 

alert, benevolent, proactive teachers. 

Her parents, both farmers, tilling their own piece 

of land, the family living in a semi-constructed 

house of brick and cement that added new parts 

incrementally, were jubilant. A low- to middle-

income family, “they manage their lives without too 

much trouble,” said the team. Rakshita’s parents 

despaired that their eldest daughter had forgotten 

everything from her school days. She had lost her 

discipline, they said, her studious work habits. They 

were happy with the smartphone. Though they 

were beset by early fears of misuse, worried that 

Rakshita or her younger brother in grade 3 might 

watch undesirable content on the device, they 

rallied round when the team reassured them. “We 

have programmed the phones only for children. 

Only our content is available on it. We have 

installed proper safeguards so that children can’t 

tamper with it.”

Their class was just beginning and Rakshita was 

attentive, her books neatly arranged, with a pencil 

case on top of it. She was one among Kavya’s trio of 

high-achievers in the group and now she was ready 

for her math. The day had a design now, not the 

pointlessness that characterised it before.
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MISS THOSE CHILDREN,” HE SAID. 
There was a melancholy note creeping 

into Satyaprakash’s voice, a sadness. 

He joined Akshara’s Odisha programme 

as District Coordinator in January 2021 and 

plunged right into the thick of Bridging the 

Digital Divide just as it was starting off in 

Mendhashal Gram Panchayat. “I used to love 

being with them, sitting with them in the study 

centres like a student.” 

The Mendhashal Project was a revolutionary 

concept, and Prakash Sahoo, Akshara’s State 

Lead, said, “I was looking for someone with 

passion to work on it. Someone who’d get 

everything done, starting from identifying the 

children, recruiting and engaging with the 

SATYAPRAKASH DAS

Volunteers, and someone who could be deeply 

immersed in the community while implementing the 

programme.” Prakash saw passion in Satyaprakash, 

an earnestness, an authenticity, and took him on. 

“I’m seeing the positive outcomes of that decision.”

Ujwal Kumar Rautray, a troubled, sullen child, 

became communicative, excited and responsive as 

he participated in the programme.” He was 10 years 

old. Momita felt excluded at home, overwhelmed by 

household chores. Her stepmother prevented her 

from going to the centre. Satyaprakash resolved the 

matter through peaceful, purposeful dialogue with 

Momita’s father. 

Satyaprakash slipped into his role with effortless 

ease as if this job was his to do and he had been 

preparing for it all along.  He went door-to-door to 

verify that the list of chosen children were available. 

“Children were wasting their time,” said 

Satyaprakash. “They had no intention at all of 

studying. Education was the last thing they thought 

about. This was such a good way of engaging them.” 

“We faced no opposition from anyone. Teachers 

praised us for bringing out a good programme.”

The project thrust Satyaprakash irrevocably into the 

community. He said he had never engaged so deeply 

or ardently with people before. On a visit to one of 

the project’s villages, a shopkeeper asked, “Where 

did you go? Haven’t seen you for some time.” “It felt 

good,” said Satyaprakash. The Sarpanch asked, “Will 

there be another programme or not?”

“I feel very happy about doing the Mendhashal 

Project. I don’t think there’s another organisation 

doing such work. What else do I say…..?”

children

such

decisions
for

right

I

FOR KESHAV, the Akshara Programme 

Manager for the Nanjangud Project, 

every day was a declaration of intent. 

Each morning those four months, he set off 

on his motorbike with a mental manifesto of what 

he would chart out, achieve, support, and grow. The 

15 centres in the 14 villages in his charge were his 

energy field, a small cradle of education revival that 

Akshara was attempting. “The duration was short, 

the experience large,” as he summed up.

 “Our efforts were focused and keen, and our 

outcomes, in percentage terms, very significant. We 

made a huge difference, and I got the opportunity 

to serve a social cause.” Many children swung their 

way upward to scores of 80-90% at a time that 

threatened doom for primary education. There 

was an almost complete effacement of learning in 

children’s minds. They had lost key competencies in 

math, in language. “We used digital means as a tool.”

The early part of the project was riddled with 

problems. For most children, the Suvega workbook 

was like beginning to climb the learning ladder all 

KESHAVA MURTHY B.C. 

we made a

huge

F over again. Many Facilitators too faltered. There 

were digital access issues, community skepticism. 

It helped that Keshav is a math enthusiast with 

a Masters degree in the subject and an avidity 

for teaching, for ten years a schoolteacher and 

teacher trainer. He guided them, Facilitators and 

children alike, through math, technical deficits, child 

management, and the initial absenteeism. 

The project abounded in learnings for Keshav. For 

instance, with the right kind of empowerment, 

children could, in a matter of weeks, achieve 

a proficiency no one at Akshara really thought 

possible. Equally rewarding was the involvement of 

parents and the community. From naysayers they 

turned believers and supporters. 

“In the end children said they felt fulfilled. They 

demanded that we continue.” Teachers asked 

for similar instruction in other subjects. Parents 

began discussing the possibility of continuing the 

programme with the Facilitators, telling them, “You 

continue to teach our children. We’ll pay you.”

difference
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heroes of Akshara

When goals, even the seemingly undoable ones, 

are put in front of them, Akshara’s 11-member 

squad of DFCs, tough and resilient as they 

are, simply rise above the challenge. No one 

complains; no one withers away. Akshara has 

faith in them. There may be confidence issues 

that besiege them, niggling self-doubts, but when 

they strike the ground they surpass all perceived 

limits and express their strongest skill set. 

It helps that Akshara is a known and respected 

NGO that stays the course, doesn’t abandon 

the field, that it isn’t dabbling, it goes deep. A 

comfortable trust level has been achieved with 

the community and people look up to Akshara.

The DFMs with whom the DFCs work are 

companions, co-workers, and team players 

all, on common territory, sharing the same 

purpose, the same goals. 

About her team of four DFCs Angelina said, 

“They face so many challenges in the field. 

They’re capable of handling anything.” 

“What they have to do they will do,” said Kanni 

who has three DFCs working alongside. 

Ranganath talked of the “commitment, 

dedication and time sense” of his four DFCs. 

“They have leadership qualities, communication 

skills, and above all, a concern for children.”

resilient
a

team
GP, the PDOs, the President, and prominent 

community members for permission. 

They were all very supportive of the programme, 

with a caveat though, that Maruti would 

personally undertake responsibility for it and that 

he furnish it in writing. Maruti didn’t shrink from 

it. When it came to the crunch, the officials didn’t 

insist on anything in writing. His assurance would 

do, they said. His word carried weight. 

When the impasse was resolved and the question 

papers started getting distributed, there couldn’t 

have been a happier person in Hulkoti than 

Maruti. For a field resource who has spent a 

good part of the last seven years “bridging the 

gap between the community and the Education 

Department,” Maruti said, “For the work I do, 

you must have the skill to communicate with the 

community. You need patience.”

MARUTI MALLAPUR   

you
need

ARUTI MALLAPUR WAS 
DISTRAUGHT. “100 Days 

was critical,” he said. He 

was in Hulkoti village in Gadag district. 

“4000+ children in the programme there.” 

He couldn’t turn his back on them, not after 

the groundwork had been done and the 

foundations were in place. 

The pre-test date had been set. It seemed 

implacable – the 24th of December 2020. The 

question paper bundles, wrapped and neatly 

tied, awaited distribution. The Volunteers 

were ready. “What a support they were,” he 

remarked. The press had just reported on the 

programme, given a curtain-raiser, and then 

came a Headmistress to play spoilsport. She 

wasn’t being intentionally obstructionist. She 

had a point to make, said Maruti charitably. 

“COVID is going on, you should not do this 

programme in our block. Why have you come 

up with this idea? Now?”

His networking has been a reliable 

strength. “I approached the BEO, for written 

permission.” The HM, however, was a 

masterful opponent. “She messaged the 

BEO and the GP through her WhatsApp 

groups saying, “There’s no need for such a 

programme at this critical time.” 

The stand-off persisted for a fortnight 

while Maruti and his group of Volunteers, 

particularly the GP Team Leaders, worked 

their connections, visiting every DOE official 

in the block, the BEO, the CRPs, and the 

M
patience
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ANAMANT MASALI WALKED INTO 
CHAKALABBI, a village in Dharwad 

district, at the most inopportune 

moment. Five members of a family had 

recently succumbed to COVID and no outsider 

was being viewed kindly. Masali expressed his 

condolences and tried to commence work on The 

100 Days’ Programme. 

“Don’t come into our village,” they said. “You will 

spread corona.” The Teachers’ Union, an all-

important organisation with sweeping clout over 

education, objected most vociferously. “If anything 

happens we’ll be held responsible.”

In all his ten years at Akshara, Masali had not 

felt as powerless as he did now. He recalled a GP 

Contest he had organised in Rottigawad, a nearby 

village, which had created positive vibrations in the 

community. GKA was also being implemented in 

schools here and it resonated with stakeholders.

Masali leveraged this stable, long-standing 

relationship he had built with the GP there. 

“They welcomed me when I went there with 100 

Days.” Masali met the PDO, the GP President, 

and convinced them that the programme 

wouldn’t be a carrier of COVID. The HM too 

softened his stand, extending an olive branch. 

A member of the Teachers’ Union, he wielded 

considerable influence and was able to swing 

the tide of opinion in this formidable body.

But he insisted that Masali must give in writing 

that he would take personal responsibility for 

conducting the programme. Masali bowed to 

that wish, but the PDO and the GP President 

intervened, saying, “Take our word for it. 

We’re happy with Akshara’s programmes. We 

ourselves give a guarantee that nothing will 

go wrong. It is in the interests of children.” The 

GP President was a tall leader and his reach 

spanned wide. He messaged the detractors 

in Chakalabbi, saying 100 Days was a good 

programme for children, and soon they too 

came around. 

Such rewards are always sweet, especially 

when unexpected bounties come. The early 

struggles in Chakalabbi have only strengthened 

Masali’s belief that hard work pays. “I like 

working for the community. What I’ve learnt is 

we must interact with them with transparency, 

politeness, affection and a sense of kinship.” 

Masali is readying for the next challenge. 

“Trying to make impossible things possible – I 

like it very much. It gives me great satisfaction 

when that happens.”

trying
to make

impossible

possiblethings

HANAMANT MASALI       

discipline
you

need

NAVIN SHETTY   

HINGS WEREN’T GOING RIGHT 
FOR NAVIN SHETTY. He was at 

the DDPI’s office in Mangalore 

North block. Navin had an 

exceptionally good rapport with him and so 

what was least anticipated was the barrage of 

anger that cut loose at him. He was there to 

seek support for The 100 Days’ Programme. 

Navin simply sat there for a few minutes, 

quietening himself, gathering his resources. 

“I waited. In those minutes after the outburst, 

tempers cooled and the DDPI apologised 

profusely. I knew his anger was not directed at 

me. His circumstances were like that then.”

This is a DDPI, a high-ranking DOE official at 

the district level, whose support for Akshara 

has been unwavering. He regretfully told 

Navin he couldn’t give permission for the 

programme at that point in time. Navin 

decided to try in Mangalore South block where 

he met the BEO who, though initially reserved, 

turned around and, to his grateful surprise, 

said, “This is a very good programme.”

After pitching 100 Days again and again to 

a variety of stakeholders, Navin went on to 

open 86 study centres in Mangalore South 

block, 40 on a single Sunday, with almost 20 

children enrolling at each place. “Teachers, 

School Development and Monitoring 

Committees (SDMCs), and GPs supported me.” 

Parents came to witness what was happening. 

At a few centres they subjected Navin to an 

inquisition. “Who are you? What authority do 

you have? What is this programme?” Instead of 

getting drawn into a spiralling argument, Navin 

picked up the phone and called the BEO and she 

resolved the matter soon.

When faced with a daunting shortfall of Volunteers 

Navin built connections with Mangalore University, 

met the Dean and the Principal and requested if 

they could arrange students to fill up the vacancies 

and devote an hour or two a day to a programme 

with a cause. A small force of college students soon 

blossomed into temporary Volunteers.

“For this work you need discipline,” Navin said, 

pointing to the qualities that one-and-a-half years 

at Akshara have sharpened. “Patience to listen 

more during a conversation. Skill ultimately lies in 

communicating your view to the other person.”

H

T
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E MUST HAVE BEEN THE QUIETEST 
PERSON at Akshara back then. 

Prashant had this knack for making 

himself inconspicuous. Joining in 2009 he 

advanced steadily and in 2019 got promoted as 

DFC, assigned to Dharwad. He didn’t know a thing 

about field work, he confessed, but it soon became 

an immersive experience, all-consuming. “I was so 

interested in working in schools and very happy to 

work with children, to be involved with them.”

A raw newcomer, he propitiously found in DFM 

Angelina a motivating mentor and generous 

personal coach. “She was a big support. Every task 

I took on she would encourage me.” “You can do it,” 

she would exhort the timid, unseasoned Prashant. 

“You have to do it. Just do it.”

Angelina trained him in computer work, and then 

he self-taught himself. Today there’s little that he 

doesn’t know about his machine. He’s front and 

centre of the data entry operation. “Not a single 

mistake,” said Angelina. 

PRASHANT 
BASAVARAJ NAIK

Prashant enters village communities these 

days with the confidence of an achiever, to 

propagate Building Blocks or the Podcasts, 

talking to parents. He used to be lost, shy 

and tongue-tied in front of people. “I never 

knew how to interact with the community.” 

That’s one of the most important lessons he 

learnt as DFC. Now he has a communications 

strategy for every stakeholder, children, 

teachers, parents, which he implements with 

discernment and goodwill.

“Akshara is a good organisation to work 

for,” he said. He’s thankful for the computer 

proficiency he has acquired, the opportunity 

for field work. “I find the school atmosphere 

very appealing. I remember my days in school. 

Government schools have facilities now. Those 

days there was nothing.”

Angelina said, “Prashant is forever learning, 

his commitment is so strong.” He’s 32, with a 

PUC  to his credit. He would like to brighten 

his future as he goes along, learn a new skill, 

maybe training, all related to the development 

sector. As for now his foremost intention is, 

“Social work – I should do it well. I’m an honest 

person at work.”

NFORMATION IS THE ULTIMATE 
DEALMAKER for Adiveshappa 

Neeralakeri. More than that it’s a 

powerful instrument of change. He’s 

an information-giver, and he does it with 

WhatsApp, bringing into the connection loop 

all officials of the DOE and the GPs, parents, 

school administrations, Volunteers, and 

prominent community people. In the village 

context, it is one of the many valuable services 

a non-governmental organisation can render. 

Through his smartphone, his life-link, 

Adiveshappa has been spreading energy 

and inspiration around, just by seeing to it 

that information reaches the right places 

and people. Information about Akshara’s 

programmes, elucidation of GKA concepts and 

lesson plans, and activities based on math 

teaching-learning materials, the digitised 

Teaching-Learning Videos in Kannada, and 

links to Building Blocks for creative math.

Adiveshappa has been instrumental 

in establishing 297 WhatsApp groups, 

managing, monitoring, and working to an 

exacting plan. The groups are stakeholder 

specific, like one for the DOEs, DDPIs, CRPs, 

one for HMs and another for teachers, 

and similarly for parents, Volunteers, GP 

members and Team Leads. Information 

reaches everyone in a cascade method.

Adiveshappa’s challenge was that the 68,535 

people in all his groups didn’t cover all the 

parents. His main hurdle was that only 55% 

of the parents had smartphones and an enabled 

network. The rest of them had phones that didn’t 

have the capacity. “It’s a question of the haves and 

the have-nots,” said Adiveshappa. 

Adiveshappa did his best to democratise access. 

He harnessed the power of information-sharing, an 

arrangement by which parents with smartphones 

and WhatsApp were encouraged to share the content 

with those who didn’t. It created a multiplier effect. 

More parents could be reached and from 55% the 

number of parents served went up to 70%.

“My goal is to make sure education-related 

information reaches every teacher, parent and 

child. I want to ensure that last mile connect.” 

Adiveshappa’s work of the last seven years has been 

to make himself “helpful to children and create an 

environment for Akshara’s stature to thrive.”

growing
learning

and

information
powerof
the

ADIVESHAPPA 
NEERALAKERI  I
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challenges
make you

RAVI D.
“I’m proud of that – that even in this COVID 

situation I was able to create an environment 

for education.”

Ravi is a galvaniser and, without realising it, 

an event manager. That he pulls together 

these large crowds of key, crucial people is a 

result of the assiduous bridge-building he has 

undertaken over time. It’s not an overnight 

occurrence. One such event that Ravi organised 

was a grand success. All the invitees attended 

– the MLA, Tahsildar, block level officials, 

the GPs, the DOE, the DIET Principal, the 

community, parents. The event was hosted 

to honour the nine prizewinning students of 

the last pre-pandemic GP Contest and present 

awards to the teachers who believe in the 

constructive use of the GKA kit in class. “It got 

big recognition. The local press wrote about it. 

We’ve been working silently among so many 

people and it got endorsed on a wide scale. 

Akshara got a lot of praise. ‘You people work so 

hard,’ everyone said. They were impressed, and 

I felt very happy.”

Ravi has spent a total of twelve years in the 

field, and he believes strongly in the power of 

change vested in work. His Akshara tenure has 

contributed to his professional development 

and growth, he said. “Every day, new thoughts 

and ideas come to my mind on how to work at 

the grass roots, how to work with everybody 

– elected representatives, teachers, parents…. 

I respect the insights I get from this work, the 

opportunities I get. It empowers me. Challenges 

make you grow as a person.”

AVI HAS AN IMPRESSIVE TRACK 
RECORD. Before the pandemic, he 

had set a personally soul-satisfying 

benchmark of conducting 29 GP 

Contests for three consecutive years in the 

four blocks he works.  

When COVID struck and threw children’s 

schooling in disarray, Ravi was thrown off 

balance. But Akshara soon came up with plans 

that looked to solutions, and the field teams were 

back in the midst of action-filled days. 

Ravi is a methodical organiser, a skill that 

propelled his work on The 100 Days’ Programme. 

He managed to get 10,985 children into the 

programme and sat them down to the pre-test. 

PRASANNA 
KUMAR K.P.

SK PRASANNA KUMAR WHAT 
ABOUT HIS WORK GIVES HIM 
MOST SATISFACTION, the 

answer is unhesitating, almost immediate. 

“The GKA kit.” For four years at Akshara he 

watched math classrooms, better known for 

dreary routines and demanding rigmarole, burst 

into spirited action hubs with the kit. 

COVID effectively disrupted all of that, and in 

many cases wiped the slate clean. Children 

forgot their math, bit by bit, month by month. 

For Prasanna, the next best thing after the GKA 

kit was the range of Teaching-Learning Videos 

that Akshara brought out. It was like his purpose 

was renewed in a difficult, COVID-hit 2020-21. 

In the approximately 196 educational clusters in 

two districts that he oversees, Prasanna started 

propagating the videos. “They were really helpful 

and in a short time became popular. The videos 

helped teachers learn how to teach concepts 

using these resources.”

The videos, he said, supported children in grades 

1-5 with the study of math, the development 

of learning skills, and concept clarity. Prasanna 

employed a dual strategy to reach teachers. 

He had previously formed WhatsApp groups 

of BRPs and CRPs in his area and cluster-wise 

groups of HMs and teachers. To keep the 

teacher groups active and engaged he took 

to sharing weekly math episodes for study, 

reflection, and assimilation. “Teachers would 

watch them and post their feedback.”

“Reaching children was my main challenge.” There 

are many interior villages that WhatsApp doesn’t 

reach. Relying on the bulwark of Volunteers Akshara 

has in Chamarajanagar, one of Prasanna’s districts, 

he activated a clear channel of outreach. “We shared 

content with the Volunteers – 252 GP Team Leaders 

and 960 Education Volunteers - and they shared 

the videos with parents who in turn passed it on to 

their children.”

“Around 50% of the children got access to our 

Teaching-Learning Videos. Without our network of 

Volunteers, even this much would not have been 

possible. Children who were doing nothing. They 

watched and learnt as if a teacher was teaching them 

in school.”

For someone who said, “My journey started when 

Akshara took me on,” Prasanna has come a long way.

satisfaction
finding

in aCOVID-hit
year

A

R
grow
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SIVAKUMARA SWAMY

HERE’S NO PROGRAMME 
WITHOUT STRUGGLE. 
Sounds like a tired truism. 

But that’s the unalterable 

nature of programmes, and Akshara is 

inured to it. No one for a moment believed 

that 100 Days was going to be a hands 

down victory, unsullied by effort, of the 

formidable kind. Those who opposed weren’t 

posing obstruction for the sake of it, they 

had legitimate concerns and field teams 

accommodated them, circumnavigated, 

made peace. 

If Sivakumara Swamy’s experience bears 

close resemblance to other narrations, that’s 

because the challenges of 100 Days had a 

similar pattern, placed in a different arena 

each time. 

“100 Days was a big programme. I faced big 

problems too,” said Sivakumara, for whom 

this was a kind of launch pad. In three 

years at Akshara he hadn’t done anything 

bigger. “I doubted if I could make it work.” 

Then the Volunteers Sivakumara had been 

instrumental in identifying, recruiting, and 

training, surrounded him with goodwill 

and reassurance – 120 GP Team Leaders 

and 542 Education Volunteers in three 

blocks. Parents, SDMCs, and GPs offered a 

groundswell of support.

For two months, everything seemed like 

fruition was there for the asking. “Children 

were out of touch with education; there was 

learning loss…..” It was into this increasingly 

barren environment that they planted the first seeds of 100 

Days. Sivakumara and the Volunteers got a contact list of the 

children in grades 4 and 5 from the schools and approached 

their parents, the GPs and SDMCs and asked, “We want your 

opinion. Do you want this programme or not? Do you want 

your children to learn or not?” They all said, “Let’s go ahead 

and do it.” 

“The programme began on trust. The community trusted 

us. We trusted that children would show up.” The high point 

was: 4164 children from three blocks participated, with 

COVID-appropriate behaviour, in groupings of 3-5. 

As 100 Days completed its course, he said “We were able to 

touch children’s lives, improve their learning. Our Volunteers 

were so supportive. Most importantly, the community. We 

were able to successfully implement the programme which 

carved a path towards children and the community.”

T
bigi faced

problems
too

ESHADRI IS NEW TO AKSHARA. 
The NGO education sector is 

familiar, a known field. It didn’t 

entirely prepare him, however, for 

the Nanjangud Project, 

Akshara’s Paryaya Ganitha Kalika Yojane, a 

short, exhilarating blended learning model 

that revitalised math for the children who 

participated. “My role was to coordinate 

with the Field Facilitators, sort out problems, 

mentor and guide them, and monitor 

children’s progress,” said Seshadri. 

“The first 2-3 weeks were tough. We selected 

the villages with the support of the Block 

Resource Coordinators (BRCs) and CRPs. We 

then got in touch with teachers for a list of 

children in grades 4 and 5 in the villages.” 

The first real indication of difficulty emerged 

there. “Why are you enrolling only 16 children 

per village?” they interrogated Seshadri. “It’s 

unfair. Won’t the children who are not selected 

feel deprived, neglected?” It did snowball into 

a fairly contentious issue. “We talked to the 

community, to the teachers, to everyone, and 

resolved it.” 

The second challenge was: “The Facilitators 

were at different levels of education. Even 

after their training, we continued to resource 

them to get them all to the same level of 

competence.” Another challenge was the 

missing children. Many refrained from 

attending, absconded. “We sorted that out too 

by communicating, talking to the parents and 

the children.” Looming over every two-hour digital 

class were huge “network issues,” said Seshadri. 

“We would go to a public place, a temple or a 

community hall, for connectivity.” 

Seshadri derived more satisfaction in four months 

than he ever thought possible. “I would sometimes 

sit with the children during village visits and train 

them in simple terms in basic number operations. I 

felt happy when their scores increased in the tests 

every week.”

Community work can be heady, frustrating, 

rewarding, and a teacher. “Social issues in villages 

vary from street to street. I faced new challenges. 

Our team got together, got people involved, 

motivated parents, and instilled trust. Community 

work teaches you positive thinking.”

S

SESHADRI H.N.  

community work
teaches you to
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Kumaraswamy finds his work setting congenial, 

gratifying. Kodagu district is a hospitable place 

and he found opportunities to flourish. He 

shared two instances that brought him great 

satisfaction. The first occurred in Ponnampet 

village where he had been nurturing a GP Team 

Leader, Gani. Gani had only cleared grade 8, and 

sometimes felt the deprivation. But he is a good 

painter. “I told him, ‘Go and create awareness 

about COVID with your skill.’” 

Gani made 12 illustrations with the 

reverberating message, “If you come out of 

your house, I will come in.” He put them up 

at his expense at the bus stand, the village 

circle, at riveting roadside spots. “It gave me 

great pleasure seeing the outcome,” said 

Kumaraswamy. “Something about what I said to 

Gani had inspired him.”

The second episode unfolded in Arji village. 

Kumaraswamy was there to promote COVID 

awareness and met up with GP Team Leader, 

Nisha. He requested her to help people realise 

the importance of COVID precautions. Nisha 

said, “I have a sewing machine and old clothes 

at home and can stitch masks for people.” 

Kumaraswamy was blown away when Nisha 

turned out 900 masks and even led the 

distribution through a women’s self-help group 

she was a member of.

“The Akshara experience is new and different. 

This is not work. This is responsibility. Our 

Volunteers support us wholeheartedly, with no 

expectation. That is truly inspiring.” 

A K S H A R A  F O U N D A T I O N  A N N U A L  R E P O R T  2 0 2 0 - 2 1

KUMARASWAMY  

RAGHU

IS TEAMMATES KNOW RAGHU 
TO BE AN ORGANISED 
PLANNER, with a remarkable 

kind of discipline. “He takes 

responsibility for what he does; he makes 

no excuses.” said his DFM, H.B. Kanni. Most 

important of all is his concern and caring for 

children. Raghu feels that they, especially those 

who live in villages, need better opportunities, 

skills development, and a chance for a future.

For Raghu, 2020-21 took on other meanings. 

Two events in particular stood out, made him 

“happy.” There was a brief period between the 

first and second waves when the lockdown 

was eased a bit and Akshara wanted to make 

the most of it. But people didn’t want outsiders 

in their villages. Entering one was viewed as 

extreme transgression. 

He definitely couldn’t return empty-handed 

and produce an excuse. So the Volunteers 

and Raghu approached the PDO and the GP 

President of the villages. With their support, 

they slowly but surely made their way inward, 

and into people’s homes. 

They worked intensively in three GPs with a 

multipronged approach. (a) Safety during COVID; 

(b) The self-care and protection they must 

follow; (d) And children’s education for which 

they promoted Building Blocks, downloaded it 

into people’s smartphones. 

The second inspirational event of 2020-21 

that filled Raghu with altruistic happiness was 

Mahesh, the GP Team Leader Raghu had worked 

closely with and whose efforts he appreciated. 

responsibility
this is

lookingi’m

future
at the

H

T HIS IS KUMARASWAMY’S FOURTH 
YEAR RUNNING, and it has been 

hectic, the pace unceasing. For the 

field team work never abates. Teaching-

Learning Videos, Podcasts, mask distribution, COVID 

awareness generation, cementing Volunteers into a 

solid, unified unit, math learning, 100 Days, Building 

Blocks, reawakening communities to education. 

2020-21 was not a write-off, a non-achiever of a year. 

It teemed.

Kumaraswamy joined Akshara to serve. “Firstly, in 

villages, children fear math. It’s very interesting, but 

they can’t do it. I used to wonder how I could reach 

them. I gained access to schools through Akshara. 

Now I’m an Akshara representative and able to make 

a difference.”

Mahesh owned and operated a cable television 

network that reached 40 villages. Mahesh used this 

avenue to beam on air the programmes that Akshara 

was undertaking during COVID, as comprehensive 

bulletins that cast the net wide over details like 

how many children were covered or the awareness 

campaigns and their reach.

When Raghu joined Akshara nearly three years ago, 

it was the community involvement aspect of his work 

that he enjoyed, the reaching out to children, the 

opportunity for compassion and upliftment. “I want 

to do more and more work. I want to be prepared for 

the higher level of grades 6 and 7 for whom Akshara 

will surely come up with programmes. I’m looking at 

the future.”

5050

A K S H A R A  F O U N D A T I O N  A N N U A L  R E P O R T  2 0 2 0 - 2 1



A K S H A R A  F O U N D A T I O N  A N N U A L  R E P O R T  2 0 2 0 - 2 1

A K S H A R A  F O U N D A T I O N  A N N U A L  R E P O R T  2 0 2 0 - 2 1

52
Akshara Foundation is registered under the 

Indian Registration Act (Registration No. 

335/1999-2000). The Trust Deed is available 

on request.

Akshara Foundation is registered under 

Section 12A of the Income Tax Act, 1961. The 

80G Certificate is renewed under provisional 

approval Number AAATA4879RF20214 and is 

valid till AY 2026-27

Akshara Foundation is registered under the 

Foreign Contribution (Regulations) Act, 1976. 

Registration No.094420987 dated October 3, 

2002 to receive foreign contributions. It is 

renewed vide MHA ltr, No.0300078342016 

dt.06/o8/2016 valid till 31/12/2021.

The Board of Trustees

• Is ultimately responsible for strategy, 

policy, budget and results 

• Approves audited financial statements and 

ensures the organisation’s compliance with 

laws and regulations

• Examines the strategic long-term plan and 

the individual annual plans and budgets 

and reviews the progress of the plan 

throughout the year

• Sees to it that the activities of the 

organisation are aimed at realising the 

target and contribute to its mission

identity governance

accountability & 
transparency

NAMES OF BOARD MEMBERS AND THEIR POSITION ON THE BOARD
MEETINGS ATTENDED

The Akshara Board of Trustees met 4 times in the FY 20-21 - on May 27, 2020, September 14, 2020, 
January 7, 2021 and March 15, 2021.

Minutes of the Board meeting are documented and circulated. 

NAME & POSITION 
ON BOARD GENDER OCCUPATION & ORGANISATION/ 

COMPANY/ GOVERNMENT
NUMBER OF 

MEETINGS ATTENDED

Mr. Ashok Kamath  
Chairman & Managing Trustee M

Director, PointCross India Pvt. Ltd
Independent Director, Mistral 

Solutions Private Limited
Trustee, Pratham Books

Trustee, Shreyas Foundation
Secretary, IIT Alumni Centre 

Bengaluru

4      

Ms. Rekha Menon
Trustee F

Chairperson and Senior Managing 
Director, Accenture, India
Trustee, Pratham Books

4

Ms. Suzanne Singh    
Trustee F Chairperson, Pratham Books 3

Mr. Nishith Acharya
Trustee M Founder, Equal Innovation 4

Mr. Rajiv Khaitan
Trustee M  Senior Partner, Khaitan & Co LLP 3

Ms. Priya Chetty Rajagopal
Trustee F Managing Partner, 

Multiversal Advisory 4

Mr. V. P. Baligar, IAS (Retd.)
Trustee M Retired Civil Servant 4
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54 All remuneration and reimbursements to Board Members 

NAME OFFICE HELD 
IN THE ASSOCIATION REMUNERATION REIMBURSEMENT

Mr. Ashok Kamath Chairman 
& Managing Trustee N/A N/A

Ms. Rekha Menon Trustee N/A N/A

Ms. Suzanne Singh Trustee N/A N/A

Mr. Nishith Acharya Trustee N/A N/A

Mr. Rajiv Khaitan Trustee N/A N/A

Ms. Priya Chetty Rajagopal Trustee N/A N/A

Mr. V. P. Baligar Trustee N/A N/A

The distribution of staff according to salary levels and gender break-up 

SLAB OF MONTHLY 
REMUNERATION PAID (IN R)

FEMALE MALE TOTAL

Less than R 5000 0 0 0

R  5000 - R 9999 0 0 0

R 10000 - R 24999 1 3 4

R 25000 - R 49999 3 14 17

R 50000 & above 3 1 4

Total 7 18 25

Highest paid staff: R 1,25,654
Lowest paid staff: R 22,950

 Akshara Foundation 
 No.621, 5th Main, OMBR Layout, Banaswadi, Bangalore-560043 

  Balance sheet as on March 31, 2021   
(Amount in Rupees)

Particulars As at 
March 31, 2021

As at
 March 31, 2020

Corpus Fund 3,42,64,714 1,80,72,087

Current Liabilities 6,64,042 24,16,898

Total 3,49,28,756 2,04,88,985

Fixed Assets 4,16,619 4,90,358

Funded Fixed Assets 12,52,556 8,35,123

Deposits 3,00,000 3,00,000

Other Current Assets 1,26,579 1,11,514

Cash and Bank Balances 3,28,33,002 1,87,51,990

Total 3,49,28,756 2,04,88,985

For Akshara Foundation As per our Audit Report of even date 
for Singhvi, Dev & Unni LLP
Chartered Accountants 
Firm Reg. No. 003867S/0S200358

Shashi Kumar HD
Partner
Membership No. 235431
UDIIN:21235431AAAADH6108Bangalore

November 11, 2021

Ashok R Kamath
Chairperson & Managing Trustee

Mr. Rajiv Khaitan
Trustee

financial statements
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THE SALARY AND BENEFITS OF THE HIGHEST PAID STAFF MEMBER 
& THE LOWEST PAID STAFF MEMBER



A K S H A R A  F O U N D A T I O N  A N N U A L  R E P O R T  2 0 2 0 - 2 1

A K S H A R A  F O U N D A T I O N  A N N U A L  R E P O R T  2 0 2 0 - 2 1

56

 Akshara Foundation 
 No.621, 5th Main, OMBR Layout, Banaswadi, Bangalore-560043 
  Income and Expenditure for the Period Ended March 31, 2021

(Amount in Rupees)

Particulars As at 
March 31, 2021

As at  
March 31, 2020

 INCOME 

 Donations Received 31,85,242 10,53,405

 Other Income 9,57,073 11,36,762

 Sub Total A 41,39,315 21,90,167

PROGRAMME & OTHER INCOME RECEIVED  

Inschool Programme - 10,01,750

Ganitha Kalika Andolana 4,02,42,341 2,65,20,482

Research & Evaluation 63,14,700 81,78,000

Math Digital 3,000 1,34,05,177

 Sub Total B 4,65,60,041 4,91,05,409

Total (A+B) 5,06,99,356 5,12,95,576

EXPENDITURE 

Administrative Expense 8,02,951 14,65,939

Donor relation Expenses 9,75,671  3,34,781 

Depreciation 3,91,211  5,12,448 

 Sub Total C 21,69,832  23,13,168

PROGRAMME EXPENSES 

Inschool Programme - 7,89,050

Ganitha Kalika Andolana (GKA) Expenses 2,70,81,137 2,47,69,490

Research & Evaluation 36,46,992 69,76,446

Math Digital 16,08,763 1,44,64,278

Sub Total D 3,23,36,892 4,69,99,264

Total (C+D) 3,45,06,725 4,93,12,432

 Akshara Foundation 
 No.621, 5th Main, OMBR Layout, Banaswadi, Bangalore-560043 
  Income and Expenditure for the Period Ended March 31, 2021 

(Amount in Rupees)

Particulars As at 
March 31, 2021

As at  
March 31, 2020

Excess of Income over expenditure/ 
(Expenditure over income) for the year 1,61,92,631 19,83,144

 Add: 

Opening Balance in Funds - -

Opening Balance in Corpus Fund 1,05,57,175 1,12,27,479

Inschool Programme - -

Ganitha Kalika Andolana 40,60,090  23,09,099 

Research & Evaluation 14,95,479  -466,075 

Math Digital 19,59,339 30,18,440

Total 3,42,64,714 18,072,087

Appropriated to 

Inschool Programme - (2,12,700)

Ganitha Kalika Andolana - -

Research & Evaluation - 7,60,000

Math Digital - -

 Excess of Income over expenditure /(expenditure
 over income) after appropriation 

 Corpus Fund 1,25,26,658 1,05,57,179

 Inschool Programme - -

 Ganitha Kalika Andolana 1,72,21,294 40,60,090

 Research & Evaluation 41,63,187 14,95,479

Math Digital 3,53,575 19,59,339

 Excess of Income over expenditure /
(expenditure over income) after appropriation 3,42,64,714 1,80,72,087

For Akshara Foundation As per our Audit Report of even date 
for Singhvi, Dev & Unni LLP
Chartered Accountants 
Firm Reg. No. 003867S/0S200358

Shashi Kumar HD
Partner
Membership No. 235431
UDIIN:21235431AAAADH6108Bangalore

November 11, 2021

Ashok R Kamath
Chairperson & Managing Trustee

Mr. Rajiv Khaitan
Trustee

56



A K S H A R A  F O U N D A T I O N  A N N U A L  R E P O R T  2 0 2 0 - 2 1

A K S H A R A  F O U N D A T I O N  A N N U A L  R E P O R T  2 0 2 0 - 2 1

58

 Akshara Foundation 
 No.621, 5th Main, OMBR Layout, Banaswadi, Bangalore-560043 

  Receipts and Payments Account for the Year ended March 31, 2021  
(Amount in Rupees)

Receipts For the Year ended   
March 31, 2021

For the Year ended  
March 31, 2020

Balance Brought Forward 
    - Cash on Hand 16,657 7,667
    - Cash at Bank 24,69,392 24,67,274
Fixed Deposit 1,62,65,942 1,22,73,856

Donations Received - General 31,82,242 10,53,405
Donations Received for Dharwad 44,054 -

Miscellaneous Income 8,93,204 8,61,452

Programme Receipts 
Inschool Programme - 10,01,750
Ganitha Kalika Andolana 4,02,42,340 2,65,20,482
Research & Evaluation 63,14,700 81,78,000
Math Digital 3,000 1,34,05,177

Rental Deposit Refund - 2,75,000
Tax Refund recieved during the year 48,800 1,86,145
Movements in Creditors Balance (13,54,467) 10,40,351
Movement in other Payables - 1,74,184

Total 6,81,25,864 6,74,44,743

Name and Address of Statutory Auditors
Singhvi, Dev & Unni LLP,  29/4, 6th Floor, Trade Centre, Race Course Road, Bangalore-560001

Domestic Account
Axis Bank
Kasturi Nagar Branch
SR Enclave, No.5M-631, 5th Main Road, OMBR 
Layout, Bangalore - 560043.

FCRA Account
State Bank of India
New Delhi Main Branch
Secretariat, Parliament, Sansad Marg, Nueva Delhi - 110001

Name and Address of Bankers

 Akshara Foundation 
 No.621, 5th Main, OMBR Layout, Banaswadi, Bangalore-560043 

  Receipts and Payments Accounts for the Year Ended March 31, 2021 
(Amount in Rupees)

Payments As at 
March 31, 2021

As at 
March 31, 2020

Administrative Expenses 12,01,340 12,79,537
Donor relation Expenses 9,75,671 3,34,781

Programme Payments 
Inschool Programme - 7,89,050
Ganitha Kalika Andolana 2,70,81,137 2,48,06,327
Research & Evaluation 36,46,992 70,18,779
Math Digital 16,08,763 1,44,64,277

Movements in Inter Branch Account - -
PF Employee Contribution - -
Fixed Assets  Purchased 7,34,904 -
Paid to Akshara Foundation, N. Karnataka 44,054 -
Balance Carried Forward
    - Cash on Hand 17,568 16,657
    - Cash at Bank 1,56,35,894 24,69,393

Fixed Deposit 1,71,79,541 1,62,65,942

Total 6,81,25,864 6,74,44,743

For Akshara Foundation As per our Audit Report of even date 
for Singhvi, Dev & Unni LLP
Chartered Accountants 
Firm Reg. No. 003867S/0S200358

Shashi Kumar HD
Partner
Membership No. 235431
UDIIN:21235431AAAADH6108Bangalore

November 11, 2021

Ashok R Kamath
Chairperson & Managing Trustee

Mr. Rajiv Khaitan
Trustee
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thank you to 
our donors 
and partners 

GOVERNMENT

Samagra Shikshana Karnataka, 
Government of Karnataka

Odisha School Education Programme 
Authority (OSEPA), Government of Odisha

ST & SC Development, Minorities & Backward 
Classes Welfare Department (STSCD), 
Government of Odisha

CORPORATES

Akamai Foundation Inc.

Akamai Technologies India (P) Ltd

Bharat Fritz Werner Ltd 

Central Square Foundation

Charities Aid Foundation, America

Charities Aid Foundation, India

Conneqt Business Solutions 

COT Charitable Trust
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For believing in us. For standing by us. 

For encouraging us to keep innovating. We 

would not be where we are today, working at 

scale to help improve the quality of education 

in government schools, without your continued 

help and support.

Ensoftek Solutions

Hoysala Foundation

India Cares Foundation

Mavenir Systems (P) Ltd

McAfee Software (I) Pvt.Ltd

MG Motors India (P) Ltd

Mistral Solutions (P) Ltd

Nasscom Foundation

Next Generation Project Management 

Omidyar Network Fund Inc

Pratham USA

Target Corporation (I) Pvt.Ltd

UK Online Giving Foundation

United Breweries Limited

United Way of Bengaluru

United Way of Mumbai

Vasuda Charitable Trust

looking 
ahead 

Schools will reopen as they should. But if one 

reflects on what we have learnt over the past 

year, it is that unless every child has some 

exposure to digital (aka blended learning), that 

child will be at a massive disadvantage.

In fact, this will be our advocacy and we as a 

society need to believe strongly in this. There is 

enough data to show that during the pandemic 

the only children who seemed to have some form 

of schooling were those that had access to digital. 

In essence, we found that over two-thirds of the 

children were excluded from the learning process 

and have fallen back by over two years, if not 

more. We cannot let this happen ever again and 

technology is clearly essential to bring equity in 

the process of education and hence our approach. 

Yes, it would be a huge shift for government 

because it will mean more funding to the schools 

and more investments on teacher training and 

curriculum development. But this is what has 

been mandated in the NEP 2020 – they talk at 

length about digital, teacher training, curriculum 

development and assessments.

However, in all humility, we had a strong belief 

that within the next five years we would have 

to follow this Blended Learning Approach to 

education even if there was no pandemic. 

While we may not have the perfect solution, we 

certainly have a fresh approach, and we believe 

the state(s) will find this of interest. 

We need to be able to future-proof our education 

delivery system so that nothing impacts the 

learning process of children. We believe that 

Akshara’s blended learning paradigm can be a 

dependable master plan to deliver equity and 

access to children in government schools in 

village communities so that they too can claim 

digital awareness and digital literacy and harvest 

it to learn and progress.

Sounds incredulous? ‘Thought in India’, this is 

exactly how Akshara Foundation is trying to 

bridge the digital divide and ensure that learning 

doesn’t stop.  

And we are grateful and deeply humbled by your 

continued support, every step of the way. 

Ashok Kamath 
Chairman   
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1 https://www.brookings.edu/blog/education-plus-development/2021/08/23/how-has-
education-technology-impacted-student-learning-in-india-during-covid-19/

2 https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/industry/services/education/just-24-per-cent-of-
indian-households-have-internet-facility-to-access-e-education-unicef/articleshow/77784092.
cms?from=mdr

3 https://www.orfonline.org/research/regression-in-learning/ 

4 https://www.unicef.org/india/press-releases/repeated-school-closures-due-covid-19

5 Google Play and the Google Play logo are trademarks of Google LLC.

6 Energised Textbook (ETB) is a feature aimed at providing access to digital content for 
various topics in physical textbooks. Based on a predetermined understanding, QR codes 
are attached to physical textbooks and related content is created on DIKSHA. From: 
Understanding QR Codes – DIKSHA.

7 National Council of Education Research and Training (NCERT)  

8 Hosakote is a village located in Nanjangud block in Mysore district, Karnataka.

9 The Department of Education math workbook that government school children use in class
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