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A social network puts 1st-gen
learners in top edu institutes

Vidarbha Edu Movement H
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« % hen Harshal Chav-
% /% / han made it to IIT
Y V Hyderabad forama-
ster’'s degree in development
studies after clearing a rigor-
ous selection process, the 24-
year-old's parentsdidn't share
his joy. “My parents don't
know what an IIT is. They
didn't even complete their ma-
triculation exams,” says the
first-generation learner from
Yavatmal. Chavhan’s isn’t an
isolated case. The Vidarbha
regionof Maharashtra, which
has seen thousands of farmer
suicides, has become the
cradle of an education move-
ment — an initiative by first-
generation learners to get
hundreds of other first-gener-
ation learners to premier in-
stitutes of higher studies.
Chavhan, whose father
works as a driver on hire,
credits his success to another
first-generation learner Raju
Kendre who is a postgraduate
in social work from Tata In-
stitute of Social Sciences
(TISS) Tuljapur. “The biggest
hurdle for first-generation
Jearners is that they have no
one in the family to guide
them. Welack confidenceand
don’t have the skills to crack
interviews,” says Chavhan.
Born tofarmers whodidn't
even complete primary school,
Kendre understood this well,
So, he, along with two other
first-generation learners from
TISS started Eklavya in 201710
help students from marginu!-
ised sections get into top insti-
tutes of higher education. “In
these four years, Eklavya has
helped place over 220 first-gen-
eration learners from poor
homes in tribal areas in pre-
mier institutes, including 1T,
1M, TISS, Azim Premji Uni-
versity (APU), Department of
gocial Work (DSW) of Delhi
University and several other
Central universities,” says
Kendre, who isfrom Buldhana
e int of Vidarbha and be-
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Yavatmal-based Eklavya motivates first-generation learners from :

tribal areas to go for higher studies in a bid to create grassroots
leadership to helm local development projects

longs toanomadictribe.

Experts on the ground pro-
vide rich testimonials of Ekla-

vya’'s transformational work.
Krishna Sudheer Patoju, as-
sistant professorat TISS Tulja-
pur,says Kendre isnot justsup-
porting poor students but also
helping the premier institutes
fill their gaps and become tru-
ly representative of the socie-
ty. Avinash Shirke, Ashoka fel-
low and principal of SavitridJo-
tirao Collegeof Social Work in
Yavatmal, says [klavya’s
movement has the scope of
growing and spreading to ev-
ery corner of the country.

“It is kind of a chain reac-
tion,” says Komal Gorde, a
first-generation learner who
is pursuing a master’s degree
ineducationfrom APU, “Ekla-
vya provided me with guid-
ance and soft skills and helped
me get into APU, Now I have
turned into a mentor and am
training around 20 students
forinterviewstothis universi-
ty,” says the 21-year-old whose
parents are farmers in Yavat-
mal. There are around 100
such first-generational lear-
ners whohavenow donned the
mantle of mentors, says
Kendre. “We have jmparted
training to students from 14
states, including those from
Odisha, Chhattisgarh, Mad-
hya Pradesh, Telangana and

Rajasthan. But the bulk of the
students who benefited from
our programmes are from
Maharashtra,” adds Kendre.
Basedoutof Yavatmal, Ek-
lavya conducts mock inter-
views, panel discussions and
English-learning sessions to
help these youths. It was orga-
nising3-to-5-day-longresiden-
tial workshops before the pan-
demic to get students into
higher education pro-
grammes. The focus is to get
youths to specialise in sub-
jectslikesocial work, law, pub-
lic health, rural development
and education. “We want to
create hundreds of grass-
roots leaders so that they can
helmdevelopment projectson
the ground and bring about
meaningful changes. They
are
rolesbecause of theirlived ex-
periences,” says Kendre.
Since the outbreak of Co-
vid, Eklavya has mostly taken
its training programmes on-
line. Butthesilverliningisthat
it has been able to reach out to
students from humble back-
grounds in remote locations
too. “Eklavya has mentored
over 300 students since the on-
get of the pandemic and reac-
hed out to youths even in the
northeast,” says Kendre. The
online courses are free and Ek-
lavya only charges Rs100 for

better-suited for such .

Youths In 14 States

food and lodyging grer Ay for the
residential  workshogs, “Vie
waive that oo for students whne
can’t afford it he adds,

Not only with communi-
cation skills, Eklzvyz zlug
helps with scholarships, ezys
Arpit Shedmake, 2 firstgen.
eration learner whois pursu-
ing an MBA in marketing

from IIM-Vieskhzpztnzm.
“Most first-generztionzl

learners also come from very
poor families and do not hzve
the means of funding their
higher education. Eklzvyz
helps find and lznd scholar-
ships,” says the 25-yearold
Gorde says Eklavyz helped
her in getting a 100% scholzr-
shipforher course in APU
And the results have start-
ed showing in terms of grass
roots leaders. Smita Tatewzs,
all of 23, is the deputy sar-
panch of Loni village in Yavat
mal The daughter of a farmer
and anganwadi teacher, who
didn’t even complete marrics
lation, has a postgraduate ¢
ploma in rural reconstruction
and aims to empower wome
“Most girls in my village stody
till the 10th standard and zr®
married off. Raju sir (Kendre)
and his team have kindled th2
passion for higher educaticn
in me and other girls in my 2
ea. They enabled me to coniest
the panchayat election,” sh?
says. Tatewar, who says sh?
brings up fresh ideas ar pa™
chayat meetings, plansto wors
for the village children.
Tasting success in their -
tiative, Eklavya members are
now planning to scale up. ~We
have launched a crowdfundinz
drive for Rs 30 lakh to have ful
time staffers and create mor®
centres across Maharashir?
and in central India. It will2!=
help us take the blended P
grammes toevery corner 0f 17
country” says Kendre EXZ
vya's target is to get 3,000 ir"
generation learners and sTS<
ntsfrom marginalised secio™
into top institutes and ch'™
out 1,000 developmental 1225
ersfrom the grassroots by 27~
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