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From the editors’ desk

 Kuheli Mukherjee        Vaijayanti Bose
The Digital Divide is here to stay. It was there, it is there and it will always be there! Why? 
Because it is related to the socio- economic paradigm we live in.
Let us be realistic! As several of the writers have highlighted in their articles, the marginalized 
families have been hit the hardest because of all education going online during the pandemic 
since March 2020.
While the elite schools went into an overdrive to reach out to their students over Zoom and 
Google Classroom and parents promptly invested in branded laptops, headphones and generous 
data packages, welcoming the opportunity to actually see what was being taught and how in the 

classroom, it is the children of the marginalized sections of our society who were caught 
between the devil and the deep sea. 

Investing in a smartphone meant giving up on some essential requirement of the 
family…. Maybe some medicine, an article of essential winter clothing or even 

nutritious food.
Another hazard is related to health. My driver came the other day to ask for an 
advance on his salary to take his daughter in class 9 to see the doctor. When I 
asked him why, he replied that she was suffering from acute pain in her neck and 
shoulders from viewing the small screen of her smartphone for hours, during her 

daily online classes.
It is heartening to learn from Sourina Bose’s compilation of first- hand 
interviews, how a few well- known NGOs and a few good men and women 
have dug into their hearts and pockets to provide relief and support to the 

children of the bustees they regularly support in their philanthropic projects… 
but it’s a few drops in the ocean, for poverty- stricken homes with a single 

breadwinner, who lost his job in the pandemic because he was a migrant 
labourer.

The article by Shimona Bagul is thought provoking as it paints a 
realistic picture of how children are affected in the project area 
she works in and how their lives have changed 360 degrees, as 
they no longer have the luxury of coming to school and enjoying 
the open spaces and excitement with their friends and caregivers 

and are instead confined to dingy cubby holes in their homes, with 
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their siblings to be taken care of. This transition will necessarily have enormous psychological 
impact on their mindset, as they no longer have the oasis of comfort that they could escape to 
for a few hours, from the violence and abuse in their neighbourhood.
The views of Binita Sarkar are very pertinent in this context. Government has to step in to 
facilitate e learning through the digital platform for the masses.
Subha Das Mollick emphasizes in her well researched article with ample statistical data to 
substantiate her argument, that only provision of smartphones by the Government does not 
solve the problem, as due to poor connectivity, students have to fall back on recorded videos.
No New Bend in the River makes a scathing indictment of the sloth of some of the 
stakeholders, who instead of seizing this golden opportunity to enhance the learning experience 
for their students, blame external factors for their non-performance, instead of looking within to 
see where the fault really lies.
Digital Divide: The Other Side explored how the digital divide has varied classifications 
including gender divide, which is linked to the societal norms. She examines the working of the 
Deeksha Vidyalaya in Sonarpur to illustrate her case in point.
Digital Divide in the Umbra of Covid focuses on how low bandwidth can play spoil sport. The 
difficulties faced by physically challenged people and how the problem of most of the content 
on the Net being in English further compound the disparity.
Who’ll bridge the gaping wide Digital Divide is a heart wrenching story of how school drop 
outs and underage marriage of daughters to alleviate the economic burden, are issues that need 
to be addressed. The silver lining is how neighbours, like good Samaritans are extending 
helping hands by sharing their cellphone.
Digital learning is here to stay even post pandemic once the schools open up. How the digital 
divide is tackled by the Government, NGOs and society at large will determine whether this 
divide can be bridged to create a more egalitarian society for our children or will it widen the 
chasm between the haves and the ‘have nots’ literally, is the question..
Some of the images supporting the articles have been taken from different resources on the 
internet. Due acknowledgement has been given to all the sources. Magic of Learning is a 
completely non commercial sharing platform for teachers and students . We are hopeful that the 
teaching learning community will benefit from this endeavour.

VAIJAYANTI BOSE
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Dear Editors,
Many thanks for Volume 1, No 1 of the Magic of Learning. It was a very enjoyable read, well edited 
and likely to support teachers and students in their efforts to learn together. I was particularly im-

so many things we take for granted!
I look forward to the next edition.

Yours faithfully,
Jason Anderson
Teacher educator, consultant, author & researcher, UK

A worthy platform for topical issues

Congratulations on the two issues of your magazine that have come my way. As an experienced and 
veteran teacher of the concept based, structured inquiry learning of the IBPYP framework I am 

In the traditional education system, each discipline is isolated and compartmentalised as a stand 
alone - unlike Life. In Life everything is integrated. We do not pause to identify the disciplines as 
we move effortlessly on in our day to day lives. Your December issue has aptly brought into focus the 
transdisciplinary nature of education with its special focus on the value of Art in education. 

Kudos to your timely reminder on how Art can be used in all disciplines of education to educate. It is 
not just a fancy subject that has no place nor value in the “real” world. The intrinsic importance and 
value of “the Arts” has been overlooked in the rat race of materialism and outward show. 

Your earlier issue dedicated to the virtual learning environment, with focus on teachers as well as 
students was timely and circumstantial. Teachers connect with students, conveying their trust and 
beliefs in the students’ abilities and successes through physical presence and body language. In this 
pandemic world it has been the biggest challenge for teachers, especially in Early Years and Primary, 
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Your magazine provided an introspective insight into this digital world of education from both 
the teachers’ and the students’ perspective. 

I look forward to the future issues of your magazine.

Best regards,
Anuradha Kar Choudhuri,
PYP facilitator, Agha Khan Academy,
Hyderabad 

Thank you for upholding my sons’ work

I would like to express my gratitude to the entire community of Bichitra Pathshala, who gave a fair 
chance and exposure to the craft work made by my sons to feature in your e-magazine, Magic of 
Learning. A special thanks to Mr. Shankar Subramaniam who supported and encouraged us a lot. 
The moment I received the message and viewed the content of the magazine, I was thrilled to see the 
article with the photographs of the Puja Pandal and my sons working on it. It was given as an as-
signed school art work. First, we had started with the normal drawings of the idols. Later it clicked 
our minds to use the thrown away cardboard delivery boxes and make some model out of it. This 
sparked the entire idea and my sons readily plunged into it. It took us about 3 to 4 days to make the 
entire pandal ready. We used all sorts of papers present at home and not a single thing was bought 
to decorate it. It turned out so well that it looked like a mini Pandal at home, appreciated by all our 
friends and relatives. The government had made restrictions on pandal hopping due to the COVID -19 
situation. But it could not upset my children because they made their own pandal at home with light-
ing and the sound of ‘Dhaak’ playing all day. 
The articles in the magazine were very well written and well composed. It is good to see the type of 
encouragement you all are giving to help the children get a boost to work well apart from normal stud-
ies. This also adds to the learning process. It was a great pleasure to read the article by Mr. Shankar 
Subramaniam about our Durga Puja Pandal. My sons enjoyed reading it, as what started a casual art 
class work turned out to be something super exciting and they have been continuing their craft work 
with the waste materials. It was not only just an article but a prize for my sons for working so hard 
on their new venture.

Debjani Gupta.
Assistant teacher,
Geography Department.
The Heritage School, Kolkata
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In a society infected with 
unequal distribution and 
access to wealth and 
resources, there will be 
“divides”, with people 
lying on both sides of the 
divider. We use the terms 
“haves” and “have nots” 
very broadly and it can 

point at economic disparity, gender discrimina-
tion, disparity in educational and other opportu-
nities.
Science and Technology can often be used 
to alleviate such disparities. For example, 
invention and availability of very low cost 
polio vaccines and other low cost medicines 
has served to combat many diseases which used 
to kill thousands of people among whom the 
poorer section formed the major fraction, as 
they could not get access to health services. The 

to produce in bulk reduced the cost and made 
the advantages universally accessible. On 
the other hand, technology has also produced 
artifacts which make living comfortable, but 

population, whom we can term as “the other 
billion”. Thus, while technological advances 
can solve several problems in our life, they 

and accessibility are often connected to the 
policies, social welfare investments along with 
the continuous innovations to reduce the cost of 
mass production.
Digital divide is a relatively new entrant in the 
family of dividers.It was born with the advent of 
computer technology and the divide was further 
widened with the advances of the internet and 
the world-wide-web. The computer technology 

in conjunction with the internet and web tech-
nology is commonly termed as ICT, an acronym 
for Information and Communication Technol-
ogy. ICT has enabled us to get  fast access to 
an unlimited volume of information as a result 
of which knowledge spread around the world.  
Coupled with the maxim “Knowledge is Pow-
er”, we can certainly say that this technological 
advance has made “us” really powerful.
However, at this point it will be prudent to have 
a deeper look at the innocuous pronoun “us”.  It 

ICT we must have access to a fast computing 
device (a desktop computer or a laptop or a pow-
erful smartphone) and access to the internet. Let 
us look at them individually.
According to www.statista.com, “the number of 
smartphone users in India was estimated to reach 
over 760 million in 2021, with the number of 
smartphone users worldwide forecast to exceed 
3.8 billion users in 2021”. This is a near 50% 
penetration of smartphones in India and also 
with respect to the world population. 
The penetration of Personal Computers (PCs), 
(per 100 people) in India was reported at 3.1271 
per 100 people in 2007, according to the World 
Bank collection of development indicators, 

Considering the usage of the internet, the dis-
parity is revealing. While 86.6% of individuals 
in the developed countries (USA and Europe) 
have access to the internet, only 47% and 19.1% 
of individuals have access to the internet from 
the developing (including the Middle East and 
Asian countries) and the Less Developed coun-
tries respectively (according to ITU publication 
2019). In India, according to the TRAI data 
(2020) 55.4% of the population has access to the 

Digital Divide in the Umbra of Covid
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internet.
-

tal divide, which is the “opportunity divide” in 

-

country. The disparity is evident in the distribu-
tion of the resources between the rural and the 
urban areas. 

quality of the internet availability is of utmost 
importance. The best way to understand this 
issue is to have an analogy with a pipeline sup-
plying water (replacing data and information). If 
the pipe is wide, then 

unit time. Similarly if 
the available internet 
is of high bandwidth, 
then the data transfer 
will be faster. Conse-
quently, the time to 
download a detailed 
image or a video or 
a large presentation 
with lots of anima-
tions, will be relative-
ly less. If the width 
of the pipe is less 
or if the pressure at the supply end is less, the 

bandwidth access the data accessibility is also 
poor. Hence, merely access to the internet is not 

good bandwidth (width of the pipe) at both the 
ends are very important. In addition, the quality 
of the associated computing device is important 

information.
Given the above requirements for a satisfactory 
access to the digital world and the existing dis-

-
ulation discussed earlier, it is obvious that there 
will be “digital haves” and the “digital have-

nots”. The weaker section (digital have-nots) 
will be therefore further impaired in a continu-
ous manner due to lack of access to knowledge 
and information. Thus, the divide may widen 
unless special ICT support is extended to them.
This phenomenon has declared itself more 
pronounced during the prevailing Covid pan-
demic era. The Indian student community is no 
exception as online classes have been the “new 
normal”. Compared to the earlier days, more 
software platforms such as Webex and Zoom are 
now in place, but the last mile problem has been 
the real bottleneck. While through the govern-

been spread to the 
districts and often to 

all the panchayats 
and villages are yet 
to be established. 
Moreover, the band-
width is often low 
and unreliable. The 
existence of  tech-
nology, therefore, 

condition for its ef-

be complemented with social realities. While we 
pride in our competence and abilities in infor-
mation technology, we very soon lose the drive 
and steam to reach the terminal step. Last-mile 
problems are often left unsolved, which needs to 
be addressed to bridge the digital divide.
Besides the ICT infrastructure, another very im-
portant source contributes to the digital divide, 
particularly in a multilingual country like India. 
It is language. Most of the contents available on 
the internet are in English. The computer sys-
tems, such as the keyboards and display systems 
were also initially developed supporting the 
English language only. The lack of contents and 
the delivery mechanisms in the local languages 
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keeps a majority section of the population bereft 

divide is further enhanced. 
Research in local language technology has been 
taken up by several institutes and researchers, 
who are working on automatic translation sys-
tems and local language interface systems. These 

digital divide.
Before concluding this article, I would like to 
bring forth another segment of the population 
who are pushed to the other side of the divide, 
with increasing use of on-line transactions and 
web based application usages. They are the phys-

categories of disabilities, let us consider a few. 
Let us start with the sightless users. Accessing 
the information given in the web pages is a real 
challenge for them. They need to be assisted with 
special web browsers, which can accept short-
cut control keys and read out the pages. Work is 
on to make such browsers with suitable Text to 
Speech Systems, in Indian languages as well. The 
designing of the documents also requires some 
special measures; for example the pictures in the 
documents must be associated with “ Alternate 
Texts” to describe the pictures, which can be read 
out by software.
For the hearing impaired students, on-line lec-

‘closed captioning’. For some hearing impaired 
students it is required to convert the voice to sign 
language, as the speaker speaks.

disorders or cerebral palsy and consequently 
they cannot use either the keyboard or the 
mouse to access the digital world. Special access 
mechanisms are required to be deployed for 
them, where they can access the user interface 
using their abilities. The following diagram 
(Fig.1) shows special switches using which the 
children can navigate through an array of items 
and select the desired one.

Figure 1

which makes the links and the navigation points 
more accessible by special users.

Figure 2
A lot of research and development work is re-
quired in the interaction and interface design, 
so that the digital divide can be reduced for the 
physically impaired population.
In conclusion, it should be understood that while 
technology helps us move forward, it also creates 
a divide between those who can properly access 
the technology and those who cannot. Conscious 

usher in an era of “Technology for All”.

The author is the Director and Professor of NIT, 
Durgapur and also a Professor of Computer Sci-
ence Engineering at IIT, Kharagpur. His research 
Interests are Embedded Systems, Natural Lan-
guage Processing, Assistive Technology, Natural 
Interface Design, Human Computer Interaction 
and ICT for Development at IIT Kharagpur.
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No New Bend in the River 

The present write-up comes with three disclaim-
-

ically focus on the school education in West 
Bengal; in the second place, this write-up  will 

to schools that come under the purview  of the 

the write-up will steer clear of  political biases 
and present objective insights that may appear to 
be based on visions seen  through the wrong end 
of the telescope. 

The river 

learning gaps, expands to explore on the plains  
of possibilities, gathers to a head on reaching 

learning outcome and rushes down the steep  
hillside of new experience in a torrent. This ideal 
movement of the river, more often than  not, 
is obstructed by almost insurmountable dams 
designed from redoubled concrete and  mortar 
structures of enforced rote learning, uninterest-
ing classroom transactions and the  reprehensible 

The notion of the Digital-divide that has become 
-

cipitated by the novel Coronavirus, is another 
potent structure in the fabric of the dam.  This is 
not to deny the existence of the Digital-divide: 
the reports from ASER,  EducationWorld and a 
host of other institutions statistically show the 
Digital-divide between  rural and urban areas in 
terms of learners’ access to electronic gadgets, 

peripherals and  
internet connectiv-
ity. This divide, on 
a cursory reading, 
seems to take the 
proportions of the  
Marxian ideas of 
‘haves’ and ‘have-
nots’. In fact, an 
article published in 
The Deccan Herald 
on November 17, 
2020 bears the title 
‘Digital divide be-
tween ‘have devic-
es’ and ‘have not’ 
deepens’.  
All these reports 
and articles do 
not focus upon 
a moot point: 

which the  various 
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stakeholders contribute to learners’ achievement 
of learning outcomes even where  digital 
learning is possible. Out of 37,947 villages in 
West Bengal (as mentioned in WBSCB  website, 
2020) around 250 odd villages do not have 
internet access as per The Times of  India report 

to the fact that the Digital-divide  in terms of 
gadgets, peripherals and internet access between 
urban and rural areas is not  very wide. The 

we look at the cities, but this  does not ensure 

learning takes place. Even  in the capital city 

students’ learning through  digital platforms 
varies widely. This is a fallacy that is blatantly 
ignored by the several  stakeholders of education. 

The Canadian author Margaret 

individual to see oneself from the inside, which 

-
cation ensures a check back on one’s  own teach-

the clouds. Many 
of our conscious  
stakeholders of 
education remain 
deliberately un-
conscious about 
any such practice, 
for the 
pain involved in 
seeing oneself in 
the light of an un-
comfortable truth 
is better eschewed  
than encountered. 

This evasive practice has contributed to the 
widening of the Digital-divide. The attitude 
of  shying away from the digital platform with 
boundless number of reasons relating to physi-
cal  inaccessibility, improper content, negative 
impacts on students’ mental and physical well 

-
tion has deepened the Digital-divide, for  there 
are some stakeholders who use the digital plat-
form and its vast resources to help their  students. 

than a reality. 

 Had the stakeholders willed 
the issue of Digital-divide in the State would 
not  have made headlines. The vast majority of 
them had the opportunity to use state sanctioned 
e-contents that are on the web, they could have 
improved and tweaked those  contents according 
to the needs of their learners, they could have 
transformed the pandemic times into a paradisi-
cal learning experience, but alas! Sloth has taken 
center stage,  lack of willingness has dominated 
and a prospective paradise has been lost.

The author is somebody deeply interested in and 
committed to education.
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Message from Ms. Binita Sarkar, 

“Five hundred million students around the globe were cut off from 
education mainly due to a lack of remote learning policies, challeng-
es of the teachers on use of digital usage or lack of equipment needed 
for learning at home.

The policymakers have now woken up and want to ensure that more 
children can acquire an education during the COVID-19 pandemic 
and beyond. Remote learning programmes, using various modalities, 
should be designed to meet the needs of all children and ensure that 

existing learning gaps are not further widened. Providing the world’s marginalized and   
disadvantaged students   with equitable learning access, opportunities and facility is truly 
critical to creating a sustainable future. This should be a priority for the global education 
sector as we still continue to push the boundaries of digital divide.

-
novative way to provide online learning. We can leverage this crisis by bringing a change 
quickly. We must work together to seize the moment, so that educational systems are stron-
ger and more inclusive after this pandemic.”
 
Ms. Sarkar has now started her own eduprenuerial venture, “The  Centre of 

workshops FREE for teachers and educators from all boards during the pandemic to 
address their technological challenges and guide them through this unprecedented 
situation. 
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India Divided

“The basic issue in 
India is and has been 
for a very long time, 
extreme inequality”, 
thundered P. Sainath 
in a talk with Vijay 
Prashad in his talk 
show News Clip. 
Sainath blames the 
neo-liberal path of 
development taken by 

India for creating this 
inequality. Covid 19 has brought out this inequal-

way. This essay examines some data to under-
stand the inequality and attempts to highlight 
initiatives that try to level the inequality in small 
ways.   
The 2011 census data registers that only 3.1% of 
Indian households have a computer/laptop with 
an internet connection. The proportion of rural 
households featuring in this bracket is a mea-
gre 0.7%. However, with the ushering in of the 

decade that followed. 
The 2019 McKinsey Report on ‘Digital India’ 
optimistically points to smartphones as the real 
agent of change. Over the past decade smart-
phones have created close to 560 million active 
internet users. While Indian families have not ac-
quired other assets like TV and vehicles between 
2018 and 2020, the smartphone ownership has 

-
phones has had a positive impact on the econo-
my. Bread earners even in rural households are 
in a position to earn more, procure more business 
and stay connected with their business partners, 

have these smartphones proved to keep the wire 

of learning ‘live’ during the pandemic? 
The 560 million users of smartphones in India 
fall in a wide spectrum of data consumption. At 
one end of the spectrum are households where 
every member subscribes to unlimited 4G data. 
At the other end, which is much more densely 
populated, are households where only one mem-
ber (typically, the male wage-earner) has prepaid 
access to data. Students from such families wait 
patiently to access their fathers’ or uncles’ or 
brothers’ phones at the end of the day to update 
themselves with the learning material posted by 
their teachers or to connect to their teachers. Rs. 
200/- a month is the cost of 2 GB of data per day. 
This data is shared between all the school going 
siblings in a family.  
“In Mumbai, many kids have broadband. In 
Vidharbha, many kids don’t have any band. 

sixteen hours of power cut, each year, every year. 
There is not even a bulb in the panchayat bhavan. 
Where does the village kid study?”, comment-
ed P. Sainath in his talk. He went on to add, “In 
Bengal it has created a little profession in the last 
three - four years. There’s a guy who collects 
everybody’s phone in the night and goes and 
charges them somewhere where there is electrici-
ty and comes back in the morning and distributes 

11



MAGIC OF LEARNING  |  Vol 1 No: 3  |  PAGE

the phones.”
Among all the states in India, perhaps the worst 
hit is Jammu & Kashmir. Here the students have 
been quarantined since August 2019. They grew 
out of their new school dresses without getting a 
chance to wear them for a single day. Their new 
textbooks collected dust on their study tables. 
The Internet was jammed for months. Even when 
internet service was restored, connectivity was 
only 2G. So online classes have been out of the 
question.   
According to ASER (Annual Status of Education 
Report) published in October 2020, only one 
third of India’s school children are pursuing on-
line education. While just 11% of all the students 
enrolled in both private and government schools 
are using online classes, another 21.5% are de-
pending on videos or recorded classes. And if one 
considers the government school children alone, 
then only 8.1% enrolled children across the coun-

In early April, barely a week after the nationwide 
lockdown was announced, tens of thousands of 
Whatsapp groups were created almost overnight. 
Whatsapp became the hotline between teach-
ers and students. Teachers started sending voice 
messages of their lessons and uploading scanned 
copies of assignments. Students in their turn up-
loaded completed assignments. More enterprising 
teachers made short videos and uploaded on their 
Facebook walls or on YouTube.     

The education departments in almost all Indian 
states tapped the reach and penetration of radio 
and television to disseminate lessons to students 
in rural hinterlands. Prof. Yashpal’s ‘Country-
wide Classroom’ was back with a bang as ‘state-
wide classrooms’. Television as a channel for ed-

a state of limbo for two decades. While in most 
states Doordarshan was the preferred channel 
because of its terrestrial reach, in West Bengal 

responsibility. After the live telecast, the lessons 
were uploaded in the state’s education portal for 
students’ access in future.

give access to students to the online learning 
material.  In West Bengal, the state education de-
partment directed the district inspectors to record 

digitally disseminate these lessons. After these 
lessons were uploaded on YouTube, the onus was 
on school headmasters to share the links with the 
students. 

A lot of e con-

languages has 
been upload-
ed on the Govt 
of India portal 
Diksha. Manohar 
Srinivas Naik, 
a teacher in a 
Zila Parishad 
High School in 
Andhra Pradesh, 
informs that all 
textbooks now 
have QR codes 
with every chap-
ter. By scanning 
the code, the stu-
dent can access 
resource material 
relevant to that 
chapter in the 
Diksha portal. Naik also informs that in Andhra 
Pradesh workshops are being held to train teach-
ers to create e content. 

There is no doubt that digital content, of varying 
qualities and varying academic merit are being 
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generated to engage the students. But there is 
limited evidence on the extent to which this con-
tent is reaching children, to what extent students 
are engaging with the e content and the impact 
it is having on their participation and learning. 
Central to students’ engagement with online re-
sources, is access to smartphones. 

In Mumbai, ‘Free Digital Online Mobile Educa-
tion Library’ has been launched by the Mumbai 
Municipal and Private Urdu Teachers Union. 
Students of classes I to X, from families that 
have only one or no smartphone, are availing of 
this facility. Classes are held from 8 am to 3 pm. 
All standard operating procedures (SOP) are fol-
lowed to make the learning environment of the 
students safe and comfortable. 

In West Bengal, Chief Minister Mamta Banerjee 
announced in early December, 2020, that nearly 
9.5 lakh students of class XII, studying in 14,000 
odd govt and govt aided schools and 636 madra-
sas, would receive smartphones or tablets from 

the govt. ‘After making the announcement, she 
instructed education minister Partha Chatterjee 
to arrange for regular online classes for higher 
secondary students before the exam’, reported 
Pranesh Sarkar in The Telegraph on December 4. 
Later, when vendors were unable to supply the 
required number of tabs or smartphones, the di-
rective was altered to depositing Rs. 10,000/- in 
the account of every student. The students were 
given three days’ time to open bank accounts 
and school headmasters were entrusted with 
the task of compiling the account numbers and 
submitting to the authorities. Once the money is 
deposited, students will have to submit receipts 
of purchase of smartphones to their headmasters. 

This ambitious project, if properly carried out, 

close the digital divide by churning the govt ma-

the distribution of smartphones or tablets really 
solve the problem? Pranesh Sarkar’s report in 
The Telegraph quotes a school headmaster. “A 
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majority of the students of these schools are from 
rural areas and belong to low-income groups. If 
internet connection is not provided to the poor 
students, a large number of them could be left 
out.” 

According to the journal Dataquest, data costs 
have plummeted by more than 95 percent since 

between 2014 and 2017. As a result, mobile data 
consumption per user grew by 152 percent an-
nually—more than twice the rates in the United 
States and China. However, the micro picture at 

Dongari village in Maharashtra’s Palghar district 
is just 130 kilometres away from Mumbai. But 
here electric supply is sporadic, especially during 
monsoon and internet connectivity is very poor, 
inform the younger generation of the Warli tribe 
who inhabit Dongari. These boys are adept at us-
ing the internet. They have saved up to purchase 
smartphones, but their use of the gadget is ham-
pered by poor connectivity. “So if you see a group 
of boys in Dongari sitting under a tree, it’s a safe 
bet that the spot has some semblance of network. 
One or two among the group would have a smart-
phone, while the rest would be staring at it in ex-
citement. And yes, they would be boys. It’s hard 

M.N Parth in his essay in PARI. Clearly, ‘Digital 
India’ was caught on the wrong foot during the 
pandemic induced lockdown. Education had not 

education on a mass scale had not been envi-
sioned by the nation’s policymakers. 

The CBSE Board has announced dates for the 
board examinations. Lakhs of students will be 
sitting for the examinations after a few months, 
after completing their academic course entirely 
through the virtual mode. They would be having 
varying levels of preparation, depending on how 
much access they have had to online resources. 

Schools are slowly reopening all over India. In ru-
ral Meghalaya schools reopened in November and 
are now running in full capacity. Rahul Chatter-
jee, a physics teacher in a govt school in Shillong, 

cases for the last few months. So they are now 
catching up in full swing.  Classes have started 
in Assam and Andhra Pradesh. Soon schools in 
other states, including Jammu & Kashmir, will 
also open their gates to students, maintaining the 
SOP guidelines. Primary classes, however, will 
not start before the next academic year anywhere 
in India. 

When the education system is back on its rails, 
the ‘digital partition’ created by the pandemic will 
begin to surface. How ‘Digital India’ will bring 
down the partition, remains open to speculation 

foot soldiers of education. 

The author is a teacher of Media & Film Studies, 
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Care Comfort and Connect

“I always felt 
that there is a 
division between 
the privileged 
and the not so 
fortunate ones, but 
the digital divide 

times brought it 
to the surface”, 
quipped Gitanjali 
Ghosh, founder 

-director, Anando 

children) 

Arun Patra (name changed) on a regular weekday 

drops his mother at the Chowdhury Villa where 
she works as a domestic help and leaves for his 
municipal school at 10 in the morning. His father, 
a cab driver, joins him on his way back home in 
the afternoon for an ordinary ‘bhaat-dal’ (rice and 

from the municipal tap, Arun rushes to his ‘para’ 
study centre for some serious guidance for his 
school lessons over mouth watering ‘telebhaja-

Arun’s daily routine till March 21, 2020. After 
the Covid - 19 induced pandemic broke out, life 
was put on a brake for Arun.

When the pandemic hit, for Arun and many 
boys and girls like him, both education and 
edibles became scarce. “But we did not leave 
them, we have stood beside our children and 
their families throughout”, said Arti Bhartia, 

that gives educational support to marginalised 
urban children. Ever since the outbreak of the 
dreaded CoronaVirus on this planet, much has 
been spoken and written about children and their 
online education, the innovations and resilience 
of teachers and their determination to stay 
connected with students. Journalistic or scholarly 

of urban slums whose parents or grandparents 
had migrated to the big city many years back in 
search of livelihood. These children work much 
harder than the privileged children growing up 
in cities. They go to school, go for tuition classes 
and also help their parents with household and 
professional chores. Thus, they struggle daily for 
bread and books and the struggle begins from a 
very early age. 

However, many of these children are fortunate 
to receive support and guidance from NGOs in 

months of the pandemic, these NGOs have 
not only continued to be caregivers to these 
children,they have stepped beyond their regular 
domain of work and have stood like strong pillars 
of support for the families too. Be it care of pre-
primary children or college admission for older 

articulated as well as in-articulated needs of their 
wards and risen to the occasion.  

Arti Bhartia pointed out an instance where a 
student’s college admission was completely taken 
care of by Disha as there was no family income 
for nearly two months. 

A persistent evil that these families battled during 
the lockdown was hunger. During the complete 
lockdown phase, almost every household like that 
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of Arun had little food to eat. Even though Arun’s 
mother continued to get some of her monthly 
salary from the households she worked in, Arun’s 
taxi driver father was completely out of work 
and earning. Hardships compounded when super 
cyclone Amphan struck Bengal on May 20, 2020. 
Many shelters were blown away by the cyclone. 
The families were homeless and hungry. 

Assessing the grimness of the situation, the NGOs 
began to give weekly ration to the families. Riti 
Mukherjee, teacher educator, Vikramshila, got 
emotional while recounting her experience of 
a young boy from Sunderbans, who cycled for 
several hours just to reach the Dhakuria centre of 
Nabadisha to collect ration for his family. 

She said that one day, the children of Anando, 
expressed a craving for orange cream biscuits and 
peanuts chiki, something that was a part of their 
regular evening snack during the classes in pre 

security of these families had been taken care of 
by the Govt. So Anando could step in to provide 
the tasty bites.  

Education could be looked into only after the 
monster of ‘hunger’ was laid to rest. 

While speaking about online education one 
common refrain was the ‘issue of data usage’. 
These children have access to smartphones, but 

that will see them through their daily online 
classes. Riti Mukherjee explained, “There is 
one smartphone per household and mostly it is 
taken by the male bread earner during the day. 
And even when they have access to smartphones, 
these children cannot dedicate an hour for online 

worksheets were sent to them via WhatsApp and 
the responses came back as picture formats using 
the same messenger application.” 

Mukherjee from her keen observations said, 
“Mothers have been taking immense interest in 
the education of the pre-primary children. The 
middle and the senior school students manage 
on their own with our assistance. However, the 

They are too young to learn on their own and their 
parents were not in a position to help them”
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Unanimously Ghosh, Bhartia and Mukherjee 
said that the children are anxiously waiting 
to join their physical classes. In fact, students 
who will appear for the board exams in 2021 
have begun their physical classes in small 
batches since September last year. Most of these 
students’ parents are not educated enough to help 
their children with the worksheets. Thus, the 
need for mentoring was increasingly felt. The 
children had got so used to learning from their 
‘aunties’ that without these sessions they felt like 

Gitanjali Ghosh brought out a humorous 
side of online classes. She said that mothers 
of adolescents, especially girls, raised their 
eyebrows when they found their children glued 
to their phones for long periods. Were they 
busy chatting with their boyfriends? They asked 
themselves. Mothers poured over daughters’ 
shoulders and tried to pry into their lives. The 
daughters came and complained to ‘aunties’. 

mothers needed a crash course on the multiple 
utilities of a smartphone. The girls, who were 
at the receiving end of constant vigilance at 
home, got together and prepared chart papers 
to illustrate the interface of the phone when it 
is used for various purposes. They eventually 
conducted a workshop to educate their mothers 
on how the mobile phone is used as a learning 

mothers got more involved in their daughters’ 
progress in education.and gave up their sleuth-
like actions. 

Gitanjali Ghosh points out here that Anando’s 

phone which has an ordinary keypad and only 
supports WhatsApp. These children could not 

phone with WhatsApp facility acted as a magic 

Online learning is undoubtedly a big challenge 
for the children for whom struggle for survival 
and education go hand in hand. Bhartia observed, 
“Even if you ignore the internet data expense, 

room tenements amidst cacophony created by 
younger siblings?” But as they say, every cloud 
has a silver lining. The pandemic has forged 
new bonding between children and their parents. 
Riti Mukherjee observed, “In the pre pandemic 
days I have mostly seen mothers who work as 

never expressed any interest in what we teach 
or what we feed them. But ever since the online 
interactions have begun, the mothers keep a 
constant vigil on what their children do. They 
also seem to be more interactive than before.”

Battling with the pandemic has turned the 
children, their parents and their mentors into 
brave knights, ready to take on any challenge 
in life. The safety net spread by the NGOs have 
given assurance to the children that they are not 
alone. 

This write up is based on interviews conducted 
with
Gitanjali Ghosh – Founder and Director, Anan-
do, Kolkata
Arti Bhartia – Volunteer, Disha, Kolkata
Riti Mukherjee – Teacher Educator, Vikramshila, 
Kolkata

The author is a teacher of Mass Media Studies at 
Lakshmipat Singhania Academy, Kolkata

Image Reference : https://news.careers360.com/
teaching-carts-and-e-lessons-help-bridge-digital-
divide-in-rural-india
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The New Normal: Digital Divide In 
An Unequal India

“The classroom re-
mains the most radical 
space of possibility in 
the academy”
- bell hooks, Teaching 
to Transgress: 
Education as the 
Practice of Freedom

Studying Sociology 
in college made me 
extremely aware of my 

position in society and the privilege I carried with 
it. It was a revelatory experience that informed of 
the various inequalities that our society is plagued 
by at every level. I was no stranger to the fact that 
although the constitution provides for the right to 
education, a true, holistic education is not in fact 
provided to all. 

Along with my knowledge of the above and 
past and current experiences of teaching 
underprivileged children, I decided to apply 
for the Teach for India Fellowship to actually 
contribute to making a change in society, however 
small it might be, instead of simply hoping for 
change to come. 

The fellowship had been more than just a 
‘rollercoaster ride’ as so many people describe 
it. That rollercoaster ride guaranteed so many 
experiences that I learned from, for which I am 
eternally grateful. 

The second year of my fellowship has been 
particularly challenging for me, however the 
biggest challenge came to me when the pandemic 

hit: When the pandemic hit, it hit hard, and the 
technology that is supposed to bring people 
closer together, widened that disparity even more, 
causing this digital divide that we hear about so 
much.

Until March, I taught around 52 students 
in Deonar Municipal Colony MEUPS-1, a 
government school, in Govandi, Mumbai. 
Most of us are already aware of the wide class 
disparity in the country, but to provide further 
context, Govandi is located in Mumbai’s 
M-East ward which has recorded the lowest 
human development index in the city at 0.05.  
Additionally the government schools in the ward 
are all only till grade 8, and students either drop 
out after grade 8 or have to travel further away for 
higher studies.  

Today however, there are only 36 students on-roll, 
and even fewer actually attend online classes. It is 
even more unfortunate that we aren’t able to track 
the whereabouts of those who dropped out. 
There are a few things that have contributed to 
this major hit. One of the most common factors 
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that I saw for my students was the lack of 
resources or access to those resources. In the 

showed up. This continued even when the new 
fellow joined to take my place. We personally 
called each and every student and the most 
common answer was that their parents take their 
phones with them when they go to work (which is 
obvious) or their older siblings require the phone 
for their own online classes. Network issues were 
another nagging problem.

Most of these families have 4-6 individuals, 

sponsor devices for all of their school going 
children. 

Even if by some miracle they are able to provide 
these devices,  the next hurdle comes in: the 
cost for data packages. Spending on “luxuries” 
like an extra data package is a huge hole in the 
pocket of someone who earns 5000 rupees a 
month. Especially to those who send their kids 

to a government school because they can’t even 

for a low-income private school. They would then 
need to make that choice of whether they need 
to recharge their package for the week, or spend 
it on medicines. This is something those with 
privilege on the higher rungs of society don’t 
even have to think about, but it’s something that 
looms over their head every single day. 

I especially became concerned when a 
particularly engaged student of mine, Ruhana, 
stopped showing up for classes. When I asked 
her why she wasn’t attending, she told me that 
her mother had fallen sick and her father was 
struggling to make ends meet. Hence to lessen the 
burden on her father’s shoulders, this twelve year 

Another student had to survive solely on rice and 
pickle in the initial days of the lockdown because 
his mother who was working in a hospital 
couldn’t come back home. 
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with. In fact, I had observed this even with the 
students of my friends who are still fellows and 
managers in the city. Do a quick google search 
on the “digital divide in India”, and you will be 
greeted with numerous articles which tell you 
about the despair and chaos the pandemic has 
caused to students from  lower-income families.

At Teach for India we focus on socio-emotional 
learning and the mental well being of our 
children. Thus we always strived to create spaces 
for the students to express themselves in the 
classroom. This was a welcome change for them 
due to the lack of such places at home. However, 
with the pandemic, these spaces have vanished. 

I used to visit the homes of my students almost 
every single day, and the amount of privilege that 
I have always hit me like a truck. They lived in 
the tiniest of spaces:  imagine the smallest room 
in your house, divide it by half and put 5-6 people 
there along with a stove and a small bathing area.

Students used to love coming to the big spacious 
area of the classroom. They used to run around 
and go wild during the lunch break, screaming 
and jumping around in the corridors because for 
the remaining eighteen hours of the day they 
were holed up in that tiny space. 

I called my classroom a safe space and we had 

multiple norms and activities that helped us 
together create that safe space. However at home 
and in their neighbourhood, as much as we can 
try to provide that space virtually, they are still 
holed up for 24 hours, every week, every month 
surrounded by various kinds of violence and 
abuse.   

There’s a lot to be done with the way forward and 
it is going to take a lot of learning and unlearning. 
A lot of the things we think can be applied to 
higher income schools cannot be easily translated 
to lower income areas like Govandi and millions 
of these situations exist in the country. 

As of now, Teach for India, is working hard 
with their ‘donate a device’ campaign where 
you either donate a device, or sponsor a device 
which includes the data package for a year as 
well or donate a certain amount of money. A lot 
of fellows are currently also setting up their own 

Whatever we do, whatever steps we take, it’s 
most important to think about these communities 
and these children, and bridge the gap both 
structurally and emotionally.

It takes a village to raise a child and at the end 
of the day, the only way this can be solved is 
through the collective spirit of humanity and 
fraternity.

The author is a Teach for India Fellow and Teach-
er Trainer.

Image Reference : https://feminisminindia.
com/2020/04/17/e-education-access-informa-
tion-lockdown-digital-divide/
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Who Will Bridge the Gaping Wide 
Digital Divide

Every time little Seema 
opens her school books, 
her eyes well up…
she feels lonely and 
sad. The books remind 
her of the times when 
she had felt happy and 
secure, in the knowledge 
that her friends and 
teachers were there to 

help and guide her, any 
and every time she needed them. They are there 
now too, she knows in her  heart, yet they seem 
so far away. Since March 2020, she has neither 
seen her teachers nor her classmates physically. 
Now, her routine includes helping her mother 
with house chores throughout the day, and then, 
since evening, she keeps waiting near the door 
listening intently for the ‘whirr, whirr’ of her 

father’s autorickshaw.  That sound brings her a 
lot of joy. After all, it means the father is back 
with their family’s only android cellphone and 

Seema knows she has to work harder this year, 
not because  she is old enough to realise that it 
has been so for everyone, but simply because she 
knows that her father is driving his autorickshaw 
overtime just to pay for the internet data Seema 
needs to attend her virtual classes.  
In the past ten months the world around Seema 
and us has changed dramatically. With the ever 
increasing power of the ‘Digital Universe’, it’s 

is jostling for  more digital space and time. A 
bigger share means greater opportunities, larger 
prospects. But, what about  access to all? Is the 

are more? And, Is equity being achieved?  NO, 

The huge, gaping divide 
in the digital space is 
quite evident to us all, yet 
a lot could be done over 
the past months to bridge 
it. Schools like ours, 
Government-sponsored 
establishments, have tried 
every means  possible, 
digital and otherwise, to 
keep communicating with 
students on an everyday 
basis. For this, I thank the  

who went out of their way 
to achieve the impossible 
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bridge the gaps, whereby every student could 
access the virtual classes was tried continuously. 
This did bring in some encouraging results. 
Talking to a neighbour or a family  friend 
and convincing them to let our student access 
their cell phone for learning, once a week, did 
wonders. Not  only did families, neighbours and 
friends come forward to help bridge the digital 
gaps, but also, community  members spread their 
helping hands.  
Perspectives have changed and so has people’s 
outlook. Teachers, students and parents have 
let go of  the age-old idea that school-based 
learning is achievable only during ‘school hours’. 
Flexibility in space, time  and devices has become 
the norm of the day. Constraints of how, when 
and with what to learn has also been  overcome 
during the past months. 
Yet, so much still needs to be done. For every 
Seema, who has to wait for the opportunity to be 
a part  of the digital space, there are many more 
whose wait never ends. The school dropouts 
as well as under-age  marriages this year, in 
our school alone, is testimony to that. As the 
pandemic goes on destroying the economy,  more 
heart-wrenching stories surface every day. Stories 

daughters, as a solution to providing basic needs, 
is a
disheartening one we teachers hear. It is also a 
cry out for  us to focus, now more than ever, on 

teaching gender equity.  
So, who’ll bridge the gaping wide digital divide? 
As we look towards policy and lawmakers 
to provide  solutions, the ever-widening gap 

paint the rosiest pictures, we, the  teachers at 
the school-level, see the reality hands-on. Yes, 
every day we see a student lag behind or drop 
out  completely from the school grid only because 
they could not ride the digital wave.  
While India makes way for the haves, let’s hope 
new avenues are actually built for the have nots. 
The  future depends on how resilient our digital 

then, let’s all BE  the bridge in ways we CAN!

The author is the Headmistress of Barisha 
Janakalyan Vidyapith for Girls. She has been an 
educator for the last twenty two years and has 

programmes. She is also an alumnus of the Teach-
ing Excellence and Achievement Programme, 
2016. She is a strong advocate of continuous pro-
fessional development of teachers. 
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Right to Education in Digital India

the phone and yes, it 
was one of the parents 
calling to ask if their 
little child could be a 
part of the Republic 
Day celebrations just 
like the days of yore.
Yes, you’re reading it 
right, this time we had 
to celebrate the 72nd 
Republic Day without 
our dear children. With 

a heavy heart, I had to tell the parents that the 
children were not allowed to come to the school 
premises. The parent replied, ‘Par madam, aap 
log toh school jaa rahe hain, toh phir bachein 
kyun nahi?’ (Madam, if you’re visiting school, 
then why can’t the children?’
I was dumbfounded and could not understand 
how to explain that the Covid situation had not 
only changed several lives but it came with a bag 
full of disparity, setbacks, rules and regulations. 
With the declaration of Covid-19 as a pandemic 
on 12th March 2020, little did we know that the 

and the children going to government primary 
schools would have to bear the brunt of it for 
such a long time. 
According to UNESCO, it is estimated that 
1.5 billion students, about 87% of the world’s 

Coronavirus and school closures. The digital 
divide has caused enormous damage to the 
children of primary classes (PP to 5) where about 
7,57,96,975 students at the primary level across 
India are the hardest hit. (Sabir Ahamed, Young 
minds in dark times – learners and a pandemic, 
10.06.2020)

 As a teacher of a government sponsored Hindi 

witnessing the grim situation and I feel helpless 

little or no channel open for giving and sharing. 

most as a result of the lockdown. Much is being 
done about older children, particularly students 
of classes X and XII, but the plight of primary 
school children are not coming under the scanner 
of policymakers when they are making plans 
for the ‘new normal’. More than eight lakh 
forty thousand primary schools in India have 
remained closed for more than ten months. For 
tens of thousands of children in these schools, 
‘new normal’ has come to mean a life devoid of 
wearing school uniform, packing school bags for 
the morning or sitting down to complete home 
tasks in the evening. 
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In the school that I teach, children come from 
very humble socio economic backgrounds. 
Their fathers are vendors or phuchka wallahs or 

these children, school means not only mid day 

but essentially being exposed to a whole new 
world.  After the lockdown, initially, in the 
months of April and May, we were able to stay 
in touch with the children through online classes. 
However, after the gradual process of unlocking 
started, the earning members of the family started 
leaving for work and online classes petered 

medium to interact with the teachers. Young 
children such as them were in no mood to do 
studies when their parents came home in the 
evening after a hard day’s work. If there were 
older siblings in the family, they got a preference 
in using their parents’ smartphones. 
The startling fact to observe here is that even in 
the same circle, there is a wide disparity from 
school to school. In several other Govt or Govt 
sponsored schools in the neighbourhood, online 
classes were being held regularly. A teacher 
from a Government sponsored school in Salt 
Lake remarked, ‘We have been following the 
routine course of online classes and students are 
reciprocating to it quite well.’ So, when a child 
enrolled in a Government sponsored school 
in Salt Lake attends online classes, a child of 
our school lends a hand to his or her mother 

a huge loss of instruction days as the parents 

during the lockdown. On the other hand, some 
other schools are continuing with online classes 
regularly. The yawning economic disparity in 
society is resulting in another kind of disparity - a 
disparity in learning, in achieving the basic goal 
in education.  

The ‘learning inequality’ is a cause for concern. 
It may result in the spike of drop-out rate beyond 
control once school resumes. Education minister, 
Partha Chatterjee, declared that classes 9-12 
will resume from the 12th of February. But 
no such instruction regarding primary schools 
have come yet. The moot question is whenever 
the schools reopen for the primary section, 
how many children will turn up and in what 

long break, they might have forgotten all their 
studies. In their homes their school text books 
are the only books around. From their parents 
they expect neither academic guidance nor 
recreational opportunities. How will the teachers 
address these problems? Maybe we will have to 
redesign the course structure a little bit, make 
these children feel at home and then discuss 
academics with them. The challenging part here 
would be to bring these children back to school. 
At this juncture, I’d like to quote from Sabir 
Ahamed’s article, ‘Young minds in dark times – 
learners and a pandemic’, where he says, ’The 
decreasing number of instruction days in some 
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lockdown for over a four-month period is likely 
to worsen the situation. As learning outcomes 
are ensured through innovative classroom 
interactions, this disruption may be the cause for 
a loss of interest in education among children 
from socially disadvantaged communities.’ 

may have some fundamental plans but how far 

for concern. The question is even if digital 
advancement is boosted up, how far can we go to 
work on the advancement of human capability?
At some places, digital know-how is not the 
question but the question is the availability of 
the digital mode which has to be immediately 
addressed.
An analysis of the survey data indicates that 
only about 11% of rural and 40% of the urban 
population above 14 years of age can operate 
a computer as well as use the internet. (Sabir 
Ahamed, Md. Zakaria Siddiqui, Disparity in 
access to quality education and digital divide, 9th 

July, 2020). And it is abysmally low in case of 
children below the 14 years age group.
The Right to Education Act 2009 describes 
modalities of the importance of free and 
compulsory education for children aged 
between 6-14 years in India under Article 21 
(A) of the Constitution of India. The pandemic 
has taken away this fundamental right from 

the Government to give back this right to the 
children. Unprecedented situations demand 
unprecedented measures. If this problem is 
overlooked, the foundation of the country will be 
weakened beyond measure. Digital India cannot 
be imagined with a huge number of children left 
out of the digital domains. 

The author is a teacher, writer and independent 
researcher. 
Image Source : 
1. http://www.indipulse.com/right-to-education/
2. https://hrln.org/initiative/right-to-educa-
tion-initiative
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My Lockdown Life

The Prime Minister 
of India announced a 
lockdown to protect 

arrest the spread of the 
pandemic. Schools, 

– everything was shut down. After a week or 
two, online classes started to keep the learning 
going. Many modern technologies were adapted 
by teachers for the sake of education. But I do 
not have a smartphone. So my studies stopped. 
In a situation like this, having a smartphone 
became imperative for continuing my studies. I 

fellow students doing online classes with their 
smartphones and I told myself again and again, 
‘How I wish I had a smartphone’. 

I could not bring myself to making a request to 
my parents because the lockdown had taken a 
toll on my homefront too. My father’s earnings 

to make ends meet. Everybody was depressed. 
Sitting idle at home, watching everybody in a 
depressed and irritable state, I began to miss my 
school badly. If school was open, I could have 
met my friends, laughed and played with them 
and could have felt cheerful. I began to have 
cravings for laughter and merriment. 

boredom of staying at home for twenty four 
hours. But school is yet to reopen. It is going to 
be a year now. We have been promoted to our 
new classes, we have got new text books. But I 
don’t feel that joy in my heart. I want my school 
to reopen and I promise on behalf of all my 
friends that we shall follow all the rules of social 
distancing when we go to school. 

The author is a student of Class X in Kalgachhia 
Kailash Kamini High School
(Translated from original Bengali by SDM)
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My Lockdown Rewards

In March 2020, the whole country went under 
lockdown. As a result, our school remained 
closed for months. Sitting at home for days on 
end, I felt restless. Then one day, I heard about 
Bichitra Pathshala and the Iskule Bioscope 
activities they had initiated on the occasion of 
Satyajit Ray’s centenary celebration. One of 
the activities was making a one minute trailer 

activity and watched Two on YouTube. It took 
me two weeks to make the trailer. I submitted 
the trailer and later I heard that I have come 2nd. 

exercise like this and I secured a position. !!! A 
few days later, there was a festival called Young 

Pathshala had entered my trailer in this festival. 
My trailer was uploaded on YouTube and so 
many people watched my trailer. I felt really 
proud of myself. A lot of gifts were sent to me in 
my home. 

So my lockdown period has not gone to waste. I 
learnt a lot of new things and did some creative 
work – something I had never done before. I 
have rediscovered myself. Had I not been sitting 
idle at home, I would never have tried out these 
new things. I would never have known that I 
have a talent in this area. I would like to say 
that I have not been let down by the lock down. 
But now I am waiting for school to reopen. I am 
waiting to meet my friends again. 

The author is a student of Class X in Kalgachhia 
Kailas Kamini High School
Translated from original Bengali by SDM
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Coping with the Pandemic
The case study of Deeksha Vidyalaya

About our school
Deeksha Vidyalaya is situated at Sonarpur, on 
the fringe of Kolkata, merely fourteen kilometres 

Hospital. The sixty students of this school, aged 
between 3 and 10 years, come from very humble 
homes. Most of them are  children of daily wage 
earners. Some of the parents have primary school 
level or middle school level education, but most 
of them bear no label of formal education.  We  

are divided into groups according to their ability 
and they are free to move from one group to 
another group as they show signs of higher 
learning or acquiring higher order skills. Stress is 
given on activity based learning and all activities 
are a part of the curriculum. There is no such 
thing as extra curricular activity. The facilitators 
have been trained to chalk out a learning outcome 
for each activity and they keep a target in their 
mind. The facilitators are from the neighbourhood 

of the school. They are mostly housewives, 
sometimes students. They are rooted in the school 
environ, rather than being implants from the outer 
world. They have been extensively trained by us. 

some extent, made up by the rigorous traing they 
receive from us. Our pedagogy if I would call 
it so, is the pedagogy of the oppressed by Paulo 
Freire

Our challenges in pandemic times

Since we deal with pre-primary education, the 
skills like learning to read or write are given 
prime importance. The task becomes challenging 

learners. In these pandemic times, we have 
been unable to give the 3 year olds fundamental 
pre-requisite condition for learning that is a 
community environment which is safe, which the 

more - not just his eyes and ears. 
The internet, no doubt, is a gold mine 
of information, be it for the educator or 
learner. It does help greatly in learning 
languages through audio visual stimuli. 
But all said and done,  it is a two 
dimensional world. There is no scope 
for learning through other senses. As 
a result, internet based learning has  
increased the gap between the learning 
patterns of urban-English-medium  
students and their rural counterparts. 
We, at Deeksha, are trying to cope up. It 
would be false to say that we have found 
a solution. We are experimenting, trying 
our various methods, unorthodox and 
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hopefully practical. 
These are some of the methods that we are using 
to overcome our problems:
1. School remains open; teachers have divided 
their duties between themselves. Each day, two 
teachers come and set work for their respective 
students in their note books. Work sheets or 

activity sheets are also given.  
2. Mothers are called, one by one. The 
work in the note books and exercise books are 
explained in detail to those who are unable to read 
or write. Sometimes, a mother who is literate is 
asked to share the work with other parents and 
explain to them the task that the child has to do.
3.  Repeated demonstrations are given to 
mothers on watching YouTube videos of English 
nursery rhymes etc. Sheets of  Bengali rhymes 
are given. Teachers record their voices in the 
mother’s phones, so that the mother can can play 
it to her child - recordings of simple instructions 
or conversations or sometimes recitations and 
songs. This facility of audio recording and 
playback is there in normal button phones too. 
4. Right from the beginning, mothers are 
reminded again and again that the responsibility 
of the child`s education rests on her. We are there 
to help, but ultimately it is her decision. We try to 
encourage her - If she wants, she can. 
5. Students/mothers are encouraged to 

maintain social contact with the 
teachers, at anytime of the day, 
even if it means calling up just to 
say ‘Hello’.

How to check learning outcome 

In these pandemic times, the 
teachers are unable to stay in 
contact with the child directly on 
a day to day basis. So instead of 
a text based learning outcome, 
a more comprehensive test of 
learning outcome has been 
devised, with wider parameters of 
testing. While evaluating a child, 
instead of testing which part of 
the text the child has learned,  we 
see whether the child’s capacity 
to express himself has increased 
or his problem solving skills 
have improved. We also test if  
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he asks questions logically and comprehensively 
after listening to a narration. There are a host 
of skills that can be evaluated and these are all 
fundamental skills of life.
 

A child learning to read and write, learning the 
various names of body parts and other names  

Ideally the world should be a non threatening 
place where he can explore himself and his 
environment. At Deeksha we try to provide 
this environment. But since the children are not 
coming to school, training the mothers to give 
such an environment is a way out. Kitchen can 
be a very good example. A child not only sees 
vegetables and fruits there, he also can be taught 
the smell of garlic, ginger, onion and a number of 
Indian spices. He may be introduced to gardening, 
an activity through which he can learn plenty 
of things. The child is able to learn through 
experience. The pandemic has opened up these 
possibilities of experiential learning even as the 

A survey we conducted

To gain a better understanding of the home 

parents could provide, we conducted a survey 
on the parents of the Deeksha Vidyalaya. A 
set of eight questions were formulated by us. 
Teachers had a one to one interaction with 
the parents to note down answers to these 
questions. Through the questionnaire we 
gauged the monthly income and expenditure 
of the families, the kind of mobile phones they 
have, the weekly expenditure on buying data, 
who has the mobile phone for the larger part of 
the day, etc. 
According to the information collected, Out 
of 66 students 20 don’t have any kind of smart 
phone. 32 mothers have phone but out of that 
only 5 or 6 mothers have smart phones. Only 

2 fathers take a button phone for work, leaving 
the smart phone for home use. They have elder 
siblings. All mothers except 3 have no idea about 
what phone plans to use. They just give money 
to the service provider, he gives a ‘top up’. 24 
families have an income of Rs7000 monthly and 
daily expenses of Rs200 to 300. 8 families have 
an in come of 10,000 and a daily expenditure 
of 200 to 300 rupees. 10 families have income 
of Rs 6000. The rest of the families have an 
income of Rs 8000. Only 1 family has an income 
of Rs12,000 monthly. How logical is it to ask a 
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family with an income of Rs 7000 to Rs 8000 to 

other than school fees, books, etc. 

Results of earlier studies
Earlier studies have revealed three types of digital 
divides existing in developing countries like 
India- gender divide, social divide and universal 
access divide.
According to a 2013 report, though mobile 
connectivity is spreading drastically, it is not 
spreading equally. Men in low-income countries 
are 90% more likely to own a mobile phone than 
women. Even among women owning mobile 

phones, 1.2 billion women in low 
and mid-income countries have 
no access to the Internet.
Internet access creates 
relationships and social circles 
among people with shared 
interests. But this has resulted in 

that are connected to the Internet 
and those that are not because 
non-connected groups don’t share 

groups.
Internet remains beyond the access of Individuals 
living with physical disabilities. Along with them 
some parts of the world will remain segregated 
from the Internet and its vast potential due to lack 
of digital literacy skills, low education levels, and 
inadequate broadband infrastructure.

In conclusion

Surprisingly, the results of our small survey tallied 
almost exactly with the wider scale survey and 
research conducted in 2019. These studies have 
foretold not only about the rural urban divide and 

economic divide but also about the 
gender divide plaguing ‘Digital India’. 
We must not forget that the pandemic 
is not the cause of digital divide. The 
divide has been there from much earlier 
times. The pandemic has just made us 

on the surface. The stark reality is now 
clearly visible. Whether we are able to 
overcome it is another story. 

The author is the founder and a trustee 
of Deeksha Vidyalaya
 
Reference:  | Posted by Carmen 

DIGITAL DIVIDE COUNCIL  
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From Bichitra Pathshala’s Barn

On the 13th of January, at the felicitation ceremony held online, amidst much excitement and 

Images 2020. Programme anchor Soma Dutta started the proceedings by congratulating all 
partcipants for sharing their ‘live’ lessons with the jury. The jury, in their turn, congratulated Bichitra 
Pathshala for creating this plaform for sharing good teaching practices. A special word of praise was 
reserved for teachers of govt. schools who gave their presentations in asynchronous mode. These 
teachers have to walk an extra mile to stay connected with their students and to keep the lamp of 

LWMI 2020 – Primary school 

LWMI 2020 – Senior school
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LWMI 2020 –Middle school

LWMI 2020 - Bichitra Pathshala’s Special Award

Bichitra Pathshala’s Special Award: Ms. Rinku Das, Physics teacher at Garden Reach Nut Behari High 
School

mentor, Bichitra Pathshala initiated an action research programme with teachers interested in carrying 
out research on their own teaching practices. The orientation programme was held on January 13, 

Madhumala Sengupta have come forward to lend their expertise to the programme.

advice have come in, that will help Jadukathi or the magic wand to create some real magic in minds of 
readers. 


