
The new challenges facing Kadam Education Initiative (of the Centre for Development) in 

the CoViD-19 times 

Engagement in Relief: Securing the families and communities of the children amidst the 

lockdown 

The negative socio-economic impact of the pandemic on those who depend on daily wages 

and the multitude of service providing occupations in the unorganized sector is beyond our 

imagination; and is unfolding in front of our eyes as the days go by. Gujarat is no exception. 

Autorickshaw drivers, cab drivers, hand cart pullers, small street-side or pushcart vendors, 

delivery staff of courier and other businesses, construction and public works labourers – all 

have been unemployed since the last 3 months or so, and even food stocks had been 

depleting leading to a dangerous situation of hunger. The tragic situation of migrant 

labourers has been visible to all of us through the media, and the cruel callousness and 

insensitivity with which they have been treated by our society as well as governments (with 

the exception of perhaps the government of Kerala) raises serious questions as to the values 

that we hold as a polity.   

Centre for Development (CfD) was confronted with this crisis in the areas that it has been 

working quite early. Since CfD works with the most marginalized and vulnerable families 

across the city, we could see the catastrophe coming. CfD immediately sent out an appeal to 

civil society to support an initiative to provide food stocks to the most vulnerable families 

identified among the Dalit communities, particularly those engaged in cleaning occupations 

(Safai Kamdars) and Muslim communities engaged in peripheral occupations in various 

locations in Ahmedabad. During April and May CfD reached out to about 2000 families in 

distress (which includes the families of all the girls who are part of the Kadam Education 

Initiative) and provided food stocks. Food kits comprising cereals, pulses, edible oil, salt, 

sugar, tea and condiments were packed and distributed among the selected families in 

distress by a team dedicated Muslim and Dalit youth volunteers supported by CfD. CfD staff 

and volunteers including senior Kadam girls – all had been continuously engaged in 

procuring, packing and distributing food kits, with full safety precautions being taken – 

maintaining distance and hand hygiene and wearing masks/cloth covering the nose and 

mouth. 

CfD has been monitoring the situation of the families in distress, especially in terms of their 

access to the relief package announced by the government. As soon as the government 

relief work, especially through the PDS system started functioning, CfD staff were in 

continuous touch with the communities to know if they received their entitlement of 

cereals, pulses and sugar. Over 80 persons from different areas were contacted over phone 

to ascertain whether they received their entitlement through the PDS, and volunteers/staff 

also visited areas to personally see the distribution going on in several areas. So many did 

not receive, and many did not even have ration cards and some (not all) received rotten 

grain and pulses. These people were enabled to call the competent authorities and 

complain over phone. The expression of anger and desperation of the poor who were 

excluded from their entitlements were expressed all over social media, and also shown on 

the media.  



CfD is also part of a national effort along with National Campaign on Dalit Human Rights 

which has developed a mobile app which is being used to collect information from 15 states 

including Gujarat – information on whether the marginalized communities 

(SC/ST/OBC/Minority/DNT, and vulnerable groups among them such as  the disabled, senior 

citizens, single women, sexual minorities and transgenders) have been provided awareness 

on precautionary measures to be taken and on whether those communities did receive the 

CoViD-19 lockdown relief entitlements. CfD has 10 volunteers engaged in this inclusion 

monitoring using the mobile app, mainly in Ahmedabad city and some of the rural districts. 

The data collection of the first phase is over, reaching out to over 1500 families from 

marginalized communities (SC, ST, OBC, Minority), which has provided real time information 

on the number of people excluded from entitlements. The list of such people and the 

relevant applications to the competent authority in the district as well as the state 

government would is being submitted for necessary action.  

Kadam Education Initiative: Challenges in Children’s Education 

During the past 2 months of relief engagement the focus was on survival and health; 

especially of the 30 children (and their families) who are part of KEI. During the past 2 

months we were operating with the hope that this was temporary, but now the harsh reality 

of a long-term emergency situation is dawning upon us. Now it is not just a question of 

survival in an economic crisis that is going to be worsening over the coming one year; but it 

is also about how the children are going to continue their education, and retaining the girls 

in a situation where families are losing hope.  

Over the past weeks we have been facing situations wherein the families of many of the 

girls are seriously thinking of their marriage again. The crisis is spurring their mothers, egged 

on by the relatives to get them married as soon as possible. It has come back to square one; 

The situation from where the girls were enabled to join KEI and continue their education 

either in school or through NIOS, and also gain life skills and employable skills, is back in a 

different context. There are different reasons which the relatives use to justify their 

insistence on stopping the girls’ education and get them ready for marriage.  

1. The government has now been talking about ‘online education’ in most insensitive 
manner, when a vast majority of the children come from families which cannot afford 
good smartphones, computers/laptops or tablets and do not have broadband 
connections. Even in the state of Kerala where most of the districts are far more 
advanced in educational technology, and better connected there was a suicide last week 
of a Dalit girl who was extremely upset when the government announced that now 
education would be online; and she know that her poor parents could not afford the 
requisite devices and connectivity. Now the government says that education would be 
available also through TV channels like Doordarshan, but even TVs are a problem in 
many remote areas and in labouring households. 

2. Any announcement of government regarding online education (whether internet-based 
or through TV) without first ensuring that all children have the wherewithal for online 
education is insensitive and irresponsible. Online education cannot be a tool for the 
fulfillment of the ‘modernization’ notions of education for some elite bureaucrats acting 
on behalf of the dominant and privileged communities. This has deepened the digital 



divide which already existed; and now this divide becomes a life and death question for 
the children of marginalized communities. 

3. “I can no longer afford to educate you” said Krupa’s father told her; and he is not a daily 
wager, but a lawyer in a local court, now exasperated trying to fend for the family over 
the past 3 months without any income, with no legal cases coming in. “It is simply not 
possible for me to buy a laptop or tablet and provide broadband data connectivity to 
enable Krupa to access online education”. The local private school she goes to just 
announced that they would start online classes soon, they never cared to find out which 
of their students could afford it or not. They had to continue ‘education’ now that 
Ahmedabad and Gujarat are in ‘Unlock:1.0” mode, so that they could justify the fees 
that they have been collecting regardless of the lockdown over the past 3 months. The 
impact of their insensitive decisions is not their concern; be it dropping out or suicide. 

4. Access to mobiles for girls is also a major issue. When the economy is in a crisis, a mobile 
becomes an unnecessary ‘luxury’ for a girl. “She is sitting with that contraption in her 
ears everyday for 2-3 hours when she should be doing household chores and getting 
ready for marriage” says Mangabhai, the maternal uncle of Komal who has been one of 
the brightest young girls in KEI. All our explanation that she is actually engaging with her 
tutor in KEI through WhatsApp does not cut much ice with him. He dismisses it as 
unnecessary, taunting Komal’s mother sarcastically, reminding her that he had warned 
her against sending her to Kadam. “There is no point in educating girls beyond high 
school; it is a waste. Such girls become a liability for the family. Their marriage becomes 
difficult with every passing year, and they do not fit into their marital homes (sasari) 
once they are educated beyond high school. And after all this education what are they 
going to do? Are they going to become doctors or collectors?” The sarcastic taunts 
continue, with a vengeance as the mothers and daughters had initially overcome such 
opposition to join and continue in KEI. In contrast, the boys keep and use mobiles 
without any restriction, even if they may be unemployed and may not even be 
contributing to the income of the family. 

5. But KEI has resolved to reach out to the girls and their mothers once again to appeal to 
them to conserve the gains that their girls have made over the past 2-3 years and not 
put an abrupt end to the same by succumbing to familial and social pressures to get 
them married. Counseling has been going on, and assurances being given that the any 
expense on account of online education such as devices and connectivity required would 
be taken care of by KEI. This would also enable our girls to access online education in 
their own schools and colleges, and also their education through NIOS with the help of 
NIOS tutors. 

6. We also recognize the fact that it is imperative for KEI to develop expertise in online 
educational engagement, be it tutoring, counseling or workshops. We are gearing up for 
the same, adapting modules and methodology accordingly.  Our workshops on 
reproductive health, developing self-confidence, effective communication, managing 
relationships in the family as well as workplace, life skills, English language and 
computer skills will now be done online beginning next month.  

7. Even if we have to use platforms like Zoom/Microsoft Teams/Google Meet there are 
limitations due to the fact that since the girls are now at home, they are deployed for 
quite a lot of domestic work, and to find a common time for all of them to come for a 
workshop or a session for all the 30 girls is proving to be impractical. It seems Sundays 



are feasible for most of them, so we may schedule such workshops or meetings of most 
of the girls on Sundays.  

8. So our tutors may work online with each girl, and at times for a group of 4-5 girls, 
throughout the day, based on a schedule feasible for each one.  

9. But for the above good devices and connectivity are a must. We intended to provide 
tablets and connectivity devices to all the 30 girls before the end of June 2020. Our 
partners, AID, ASHA and FrauenPower permitted the reallocation of funds from the KEI-
CfD budget for 2020 to make this possible. Accordingly tablets were purchased and 
distributed among the girls that are part of the Kadam Education Initiative. 

 

The developments after the tablets were distributed to all the girls in Kadam Education 

Initiative in July 2020 

The 30 tablets purchased for the girls of Kadam Education Initiative were distributed to all of 

them before the 10th of July, 2020. Our volunteers called girls in groups of 2-3 at the CfD 

office so that there was no crowding and distance could be maintained. They were given a 

hands-on orientation about the features of the tablet and demonstrations were made on 

how to use it for online sessions and learning. The connectivity package also was initiated 

for each tablet for the entire year (till July 2021). 

It took about 10 -14 days of sessions before which the methodology of teaching-learning 

online was mastered by the tutors/volunteers as well as the students. The following were 

important aspects that we learned in the process, and the methodology we developed: 

1. We clearly observed that the maximum online attention span of children was in the 
vicinity of 30 minutes. The tutors had to organize their sessions accordingly and 
combine it with class room like sessions with 10-15 girls and individual engagements. 

2. There had to be prepared powerpoint slides or white-boards or even notes on chart 
papers to be used in the tuition sessions. 

3. During the classroom sessions by the tutor-volunteers, the tutors would give a brief 
session based on the lesson-plan for that day, and then explain the homework they 
have to do that day, based on that short lesson. The same day they would do the 
homework, take photos of the work done in their notebooks and send it to the 
tutors. They would evaluate the work of each girl and give a feedback during an 
individual session with the girl. 
 

Challenges being faced 

- All the difficulties that the girls face at home, which had led us to initiate the Kadam 
Resource Centre for Girls as a safe learning space away from home, were present, 
and could be visible online.  Those with younger siblings coming in anytime to sit 
next to the Kadam girls during the sessions, the girls being called frequently by other 
family members for something or the other, sometimes even taunts from older men 
in the family that they are wasting their time while they should be doing domestic 
work.  

- The lockdown had resulted in girls being forced back into domestic chores, especially 
due to unemployment, indebtedness and impoverishment. The relief that CfD 



provided their families during this time was very significant, and perhaps gave us 
some credibility to ensure that those families did not stop the girls from giving up 
their studies completely. This has also helped us to get the girls to be permitted to 
continue their online learning, taking time out from the domestic work they have 
been pushed into. 

- The problem of attention span has been affecting the children in their school work 
too. The schools that they attend have over 3 hours of online classroom sessions. 
Most of the children are unable to cope with that; they just keep the tablet on but 
with attention diverted after a while. So many children have stopped attending the 
online sessions of their schools. We have conveyed this to their teachers, requesting 
them to reduce the sessions during the day, but they are trapped in their own rigid 
systems and targets. In this context the Kadam online sessions become quite 
important in continuing the learning process till the schools reopen. 

 

Other Kadam Programmes 

The workshops on Reproductive health, effective communication, English language, self-

confidence etc. are now being conducted online once or twice a month. The attention 

span for these sessions are much longer and girls can be engaged for almost 2 hours 

given the connectivity is good. For classroom sessions and workshops we use Zoom or 

Google Meet, while for individual engagements with the girls we used WhatsApp audio 

or video calls. 

Counselling has been a service that has gone on continuously since the lockdown began. 

There were several crisis situations in the families of the girls when the economic crisis 

aggravated. There were cases of increasing domestic violence, with unemployed, 

frustrated men being at home most of the time. These led to situations wherein the girls 

and their mothers had to be patiently listened to, allowed catharsis and counseled to 

ensure that they could continue their struggle without losing their resolve to live. 

Ahmedabad has seen over a hundred reported suicides from the areas where our girls 

live, over the past 4 months. This is at least 10 times the normal number of suicides that 

happen usually. We are thankful and relieved that due to our regular engagements with 

our girls and their mothers, no such unfortunate incident has happened in their families. 

 


