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THERE ARE
2.4 MILLION
NGOS
WORKING IN
INDIA. YET WE

ONE OF THE
COUNTRIES
T0 BE BORN

A WOMAN
TODAY.

Decerber 2014

WHEN GIRLS RETURNED
TO THE CLASSROOM

Having re-enrolled over 80,000 students, Safeena Husain
credits community participation as the key to her success

fier working for seven years as the Executive

Derector for (Child Family Health Interna-

toeal in San Prandisco, Safeena Husain. 39,

was ready to return to [ndia in 2004, At
the tiene Use G20 survey had just boen rdessed and it
stated that India was the worst place 10 be born &
woran. Al the same time ['read that there were 2.4
million NGOs operuiing (o the country, yet not a
single ane was a large scale. replicable and high impact
model focustng sodely on rediscing the gender gap in
education. ™ reflects Husain. Haviag grown up in India
hersell and now returning with two deughters, Husain
felt that closing the gender gap in schools was the key to
WOIDET! CI POWETTRENL.

In 20015, less than a pear after her return, Husain
setup the Educate Girls headquarters in Mumbal, “We
contacted the Minktry for Human Resource Devel-
openent kr data on critical gender gap districts s the
countrg Since nine of these were In Rajasthan, we
chose the state for our pilot run. The gowomment gne
us 5 schools 1o start work with in the worst-affectad
districts of Pall and Jalore,” says Hussin. Todey Bdu-
cate (irls has a total of 7,500 schools in sty districrs
(Pall, jalore. Ajmer. Sirohl, Bundi and Rajsamand)
ander its wing. They hine already re-cnrolied 80,000
girls students in schools and have haiped improve clnes-
oo conditions for over a million children i e stale.
“When we started in Pali, the gender gap was pearly
30 per cendt. Less than six years laler, it & now less than
geven per cent,” she ndds. The project was one ol the
six winners to be felicitated with the WISE Prize, which
inclodes a $20,000 cash award and trophy, by the
Qutar Foundation in Doha last mouth.

Giving the community a voice

To come up with a working structure for Educate
forprofits such s Pratham for classoom materials
and UNICEF for their learning model. “I wanted to
learn and use the best practices svallable st the time.
What [ discovered was that gender awareness cannot
be spread (n Isolation. You need o target a cluster of
districts at a tme and must be the strongest presence
there. Secondly, there s oo substitute for commumnity

participation.” she cxplasns. This is whiy at the beart of
the project les Team Balika, a 3.000-strong group of
community volunteers representing cach village um-
der FEducate Girfs. The members scout their villages for
oul-of-school-girls and then #ep in 10 encourage them
ta re-enrall for school. Renuka, 14. one such member
of Teas Balika from Bali bock in the Pali district says,
“My goal s to re-encoll all of the girls who have dropped
out in my village. | want to be & leaderwho can give
Everyone a volce.™

Once the girls 1o a village are re-enrolied. Fducate
(arls then maintains o database W ack ther progress
in school. The progect then contacts schools to ensure
than classrooms are student-friendly. The model is also
cost-effective, spending as litthe as §3 per child, per yeac.
“Reducing the gender gup in educalion is the batthe of
our Betime. But you only meed to break the cycle once.
Studies show that an educated mother Is SDD times
more likely o educnie her own child,” she adde.

Working with and not against the system
Unlike other developing nations, Husain strougly
believes that in India the education sysiem is on the
right track whide the Emplementation is not. “Poverty ks
oot Lhe madn reason that keeps children out of schoals.
Ir India, we spend almost $25,000 per school, per year
o provide free education but despite the investment,
caly 30 per cemt children actually benefit froe this op-
poctunity. Our goal Is to improve the existing systemn.
not replace it. In the last six years we have snsured that
every school in our six districts is working to its full ca-
pacity.” explains Husain.

The right support

Currently Bducate Garis isrecetving funding from a num-
Mom bint Nasser, Is one of the main co-spoasors of
the praject through her Bdacation Above All initiative,
tion, Cartier. Vodafone, LGT Group and Prince Charle's
foundagion, the British Aslan Trust. “Our alm now ks to
close to gap in 15 more of the worst-affected districts;
mpacting & total of 4.5 million children by 2018."
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