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Meet The

Contributors

Sohini Bhattacharya

Sohini Bhattacharya is the CEO of Breakthrough who
has worked in the development sector for more than
30 years. She also co-founded Sanhita Gender
Resource Centre in 1996, and is a founding member
of the Coalition for Good Schools - Voices from the
South - a collection of leading practitioners and
influencers committed to delivering access to a safe
learning environment for children across the

Global South. In The Lede - her recurring editor’s
note in Engendering Education - Bhattacharya
introduces the readers to the magazine as well as its
longstanding vision to bring together diverse voices
that reimagine education as a powerful tool for
societal transformation.

Sangeeta Saksena

Dr Sangeeta Saksena founded the non-profit Enfold
Proactive Health Trust with her friend and colleague
Dr Shaibya Saldanha in order to address one simple
question: What do young Indians know about sex?
Her questions led to shocking revelations about the
scale of child sexual abuse in the country. In the
Close Up section - wherein we put the spotlight on
those driving critical, and sometimes uncomfortable,
conversations - Dr Saksena speaks about Enfold’s
journey in designing and implementing an indigenous
curriculum on sexuality and personal safety
education for school and college students in India.

Dipak Naker

Born in Tanzania, Dipak Naker is the co-founder

of Uganda-based non-profit Raising Voices,

and currently works as the Executive Director of the
Coalition for Good Schools. His work draws heavily
from observing firsthand the profound ways
interpersonal violence impacts women and children.
For the last 20 years, Naker and his organisation
have been creating a comprehensive approach to
violence prevention, especially in schools. For our
Cover Story section - which invites industry

experts and practitioners to author experiences in
creating pedagogical interventions for equal and
intersectional education practices - Naker invites us
to rethink the experience of education.

Praveen Vempadapu

In 2007, Praveen Vempadapu read the National Study
on Child Abuse released by the Indian government,
which revealed shocking revelations on the extent of
child sexual abuse in India. The same year,

his determination to address this systemic problem
brought Kidpower International, a global nonprofit
leader in teaching child protection and personal safety
skills to adults and children, to India for the first time.
In Change Maker - a section that features an intimate
conversation with child rights and education experts -
Vempadapu talks about what Kidpower India does, and
how it tackles the problem of abuse in schools.
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Editor’s

Note

Sohini Bhattacharya

THE LEDE

When | was in class 10, we got one of the most
well-known physics teachers in our school, a
legend in his own right in my city. Although there
was huge excitement in class, the euphoria
didn't last long - at least among girls like me who
were not STEM students. This teacher was
incapable of making the subject fun and
interesting, or even pedestrian for those not
naturally inclined towards physics. The worst:
half the class - the female part of it - hardly
existed for him. If Rina or Swati answered his
questions, all they got was a “Thank you, Rahul /
Amit / Rajeev” (all names of boys) in return,

as if that girl didn’t exist.

You may say this was just one teacher, but the
fact that others, including the teachers never
addressed this, or that most students admiringly
passed it off as befitting his great reputation,
shows that this behavior was normalized.

When we, at Breakthrough India, started
designing interventions on making the school
environment more safe and welcoming of all
genders, | often thought of that class and that
teacher. Research shows a significant gender gap
in maths attainment among students even in

the global north. Joseph Cimpian, the Associate
Professor of Economics and Education Policy

at the New York University, wrote that teachers
tend to rate the boys as more likely to perform
better in mathematics than girls even if both the
genders are of the same race and socioeconomic
status, perform equally well on mathematics
tests, and whose behaviors and efforts are
valued equally by their teachers." This kind of
underrating starts from kindergarten through the
third grade, resulting in significant gender
achievement gap growth in STEM education.



When we first started working in schools of Haryana
in 2012, we noticed gender stereotyping at an early
age, like when girls were asked to serve tea to the
visitors while boys were asked to bring out chairs.

In many schools, girls deal with sexist slurs, or being
discouraged from playing during their periods, or
have sermons read to them about the lengths of their
skirts, or how friendly they’re being with boys. This
also includes urban, elite schools. For boys, corporal
punishment rules include any kind of labor intensive
tasks - as if girls are not capable of carrying weights!
In rural schools in Uttar Pradesh, we found girls
don’t have the vocabulary for aspirations. When
parents don’t prioritise education for their daughters
and schools offer discouraging interactions based on
your gender, the result is often a crack in the system.

In 2020, an estimated 40%
of girls were out of school,

according to a report by both
UNICEF and the World Bank.’

Every year in India, especially within the public
school system, large numbers of girls enroll into
schools. But a huge number drops out by the time
they reach the age of 15. The reason is not always
poverty. Strong gender norms contribute to dropouts
in the secondary or higher education level. Studies
also reveal how parents believe that private schools
offer a better education, leading to better career
prospects. Hence, they are more willing to pay for
their sons' education at private schools than their
daughters'. This polarization of schooling - boys:
superior, private schooling; girls: inferior, government
schooling - is creating imbalances that are severely
gendered and has consequences not only for the
self-esteem and identity of girls but also affects their
future prospects of education and employment.

So much in your educational journey depends on

the kind of positive reinforcements you are receiving
in your place of education for it to become valuable
and meaningful for you. Are your teachers asking you
questions in class? Are they encouraging you to work
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on the STEM subjects and making them interesting
for you? Are caste/race based slurs ever used in their
interaction with you? Is menstruation a hush-hush
subject in your school? Are you encouraged to interact
with other genders without fearing retribution like
shaming and scolding?

Gender equitable behaviors need to be
intentionalized by every school leader and teachers
if we are to reach gender equality and if all genders
are to carve out aspirational futures for themselves.
We need to work with the school community and

the state administrative officers so that schools can
realize their potential to be transformative spaces
that can impact the future of large numbers of young
people through its near universal reach. Schools are
major contexts for gender socialization, in part
because children spend large amounts of time
engaged with peers and teachers in such settings.
Schools can diminish gender differences by providing
environments that promote gender equitable views,
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curiosity to ask questions, and better inter-gender
relationships. Yet, so few education programmes are
gender intentional in addressing the school system.

If India is keen on achieving gender equality goals,
there is a need to focus on the role of education

in doing so. We are already aware of the multiple
positive benefits associated with it, such as
strengthened economies and reduced inequality,
more stable, resilient societies that give all individuals
associated with it the opportunity to fulfil their
potential.? For schools to become gender
transformative spaces, we need to utilize the whole
school system - from policies to pedagogies to
community engagement - to transform stereotypes,
attitudes, norms and practices by challenging

power relations, rethinking gender norms and
binaries, and raising critical consciousness about the
root causes of inequality and systems of oppression.

Breakthrough’s long-term vision is a gender
transformative society where adolescents live a life
free of discrimination and violence. A gender
transformative school system goes beyond superficial
acknowledgments of gender disparities; it aims to
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dismantle the societal constructs that perpetuate
inequality and discrimination. It recognizes gender as
a spectrum, breaking free from binary definitions

and embracing the diverse identities and expressions
that exist. By doing so, it seeks to provide equal
access to high-quality education for all individuals,
regardless of their gender identity, expression,

or social background.

This is not the work of one organization alone, we
need a movement built around a strong narrative
about a gender transformative education system. This
requires collaboration and concerted efforts from
educators, policymakers, parents, and communities.
It entails integrating gender equality principles

into educational policies and practices, providing
ongoing training and support for teachers,

and engaging with organizations and advocates
specializing in gender equality. This magazine is our
attempt to do that - to build an inspired community
that wants to contribute to a movement that

can address gender inequity and inequality at its
roots. It will focus on what Breakthrough cares about
the most and say it consistently, to be able to

bring attention to something that is currently not
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being done specifically. The narrative needs to
be built so that people will be inspired to engage
with it and eventually feel a kinship with. It

will define the themes and topics around which
content can be created.

Our magazine will allow all user participants to
co-create knowledge that then gets contributed back
to the gender transformative education movement
as a whole across the globe. This can be in the

form of information on curricula that can be shared
for specific subjects; where best practices for
teachers and implementers across diverse settings
can be shared; information on immersive

trainings and self-assessments on gender across the
school ecosystem are available; where shared
research and evaluation methods and results are
available and shared sustainability/outreach
strategies are hosted and discussed.

Our first issue focuses on contributions from the
Global South and not just India. We have Dipak Naker,
co-founder of Raising Voices, an Uganda-based
non-profit that works towards preventing violence
against children and women, who campaigns for a
seismic shift in the purpose of schools that not only
enables children to reach their full potential, but

also help them become the leaders of tomorrow. We
also have Sangeeta Saksena, co-founder of Enfold
Proactive Health Trust, an NGO that imparts life skills
based on sexuality education and child sexual abuse
awareness and prevention programmes. Praveen
Vempadapu is the secretary and director of Kidpower
India, an international NGO that provides safety
training and support to vulnerable children in India.

By bringing together diverse voices in this space,

we can create the narrative for a transformative
educational landscape that prepares schools

to challenge discrimination and advance equality.
Ultimately the call to build such a movement s a call
for progress, justice, and equality. It is an invitation
to reimagine education as a powerful tool for societal
transformation, one that transcends traditional
gender boundaries and empowers individuals to
shape a more inclusive future. Surely you would like
tojoin usin that?

Sohini Bhattacharya
Editor-in-Chief, Engendering Education

1 Joseph Cimpian, How Our Education System Undermines Gender Equity (The Brookings Institute, April 23,2018)
2 Anupma Mehta, Need for Gender Transformative Focus in India’s Education Policy (The Economics Society, Sri Ram College of Commerce, May 29, 2020)
3 Anushna Jha and Mehrin Shah, Leveraging Education as a Tool to Achieve Gender Equality - Strategies and Signposts (London School of Economics and Political Science, April 8,2020)
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The

Anatomy
of a Good

School

Dipak Naker

COVER STORY
1

Schools are seen as a critical investment
for millions of children in the Global South
and yet, the uncomfortable truth is that
they’re often caught in unimaginative

and violent environments that deprive
them of opportunities to grow and think
independently. Dipak Naker - the
co-founder of Uganda-based non-profit
Raising Voices, which creates
evidence-based violence prevention
programs in schools and communities -
invites the readers to rethink the
conceptual architecture of a ‘good school’,
where the focus shifts beyond the metrics
of education, to the experience of it.
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For many living in the Global South, sending a child
to school is one of their highest aspirations. It is a
repository for our highest ideal as humanity, an
investment in bequeathing knowledge and skills to
our children so they may live more fulfilling lives.
That is why families sacrifice immediate income and
labor, and children give up autonomy and time to
attend schools. That is why we invest significant
resources and goodwill in ensuring that children get
an opportunity to attend schools.

Yet, the disappointing truth for many children is
that schools are an empty promise. They go there
full of hope and encounter constricting systems,
overburdened teachers, and unimaginative
environments that deprive them of opportunities
to grow and blossom. They are controlled through
the violence of corporal punishment, sexual
harassment and bullying, and deprived of an

COVER STORY
-

!

opportunity for a meaningful self-definition. As a
result, large numbers of children are not thriving at
such schools, and many are voting with their feet,
emerging with disappointments and a diminished
sense of their place in this world.

This violence is profoundly consequential. Its effect
permeates every aspect of children’s lives - from
when they will marry, the size of their family, to
their physical, mental and economic health. From
social outcomes to life-span truncation, such a
violence undermines the entire architecture of their
possibilities. We could do better. We should do
better. So why don’t we?

Part of the problem is that there are no easy answers
or quick fixes. For many countries in the Global South,
the magnitude of the problem is daunting. They have
ayoung population in need of an investment and
limited resources to respond to that need. The policy
makers have other things competing for their fraying
attention and paternalistic views about children and
their place within our society undermines a sustained
focus on this problem. In such a context, we are
unlikely to come up with a magic bullet that solves
the problem efficiently.

What we need in a multilayered response and an
important part of that portfolio of solutions is
reexamining the purpose of schools. It will require
shifting from an instrumental view of a school to a
more expansive conception of what school is for. The
status quo signals that a good school teaches children
how to score well on tests and obey instructions
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diligently. We all imbibe tropes of a good student as
someone whose head is buried in books most of
the time, whose discipline is measured by their test
results. But what if we tried to characterize a good
school as one that enables children to emerge

to their full potential and access the full diversity of
their possible selves?

What if we expected
our schools to nurture

independent thinkers

compliant workers.

What if we insisted that a good school should

not fetishize linear learning but also foster creativity,
and cultivate imagination? What if we conceptualized
a good school not only as an academic experience
but a social one too, and that it should not only
transfer information but capabilities too? What if we
were to insist that a good school helps a child develop
not only cognitively but socially and ethically too?
Such an enterprise could be framed as preventing
life-long violence against children at school. It could
also, more simply, be referred to as investing in
creating good schools.

I am not suggesting that such a shift is simple or easy.
Far too many people have been assiduously thinking
about this for that oversimplification. We have indeed
developed global goals and education is a central part
of that vision. But one glaring blind spot is that we do
not pay sufficient attention to children’s experience of
school. We worry about their cognitive development,
and measure how good they are at absorbing
information. We document classroom sizes and
teacher to student ratios. We track enrollment, tinker
with pedagogy, and rank schools on an abstract scale.

COVER STORY
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These metrics are important and necessary, but we
should also pay attention to the actual experience of
school; how children feel at their school, what values
they imbibe, what the operational culture of school
signals to children, and what impact that has on their
sense of self and their prospects in their community.

A growing body of practitioners are beginning to take
on this challenge and beginning to recognize that the
work of creating a good school is integrally linked
with the work of prevention of violence against
children at school. Such work is not an outlandish or
an impractical idea. It could be argued thatin a
modern, globally integrated economy, such a school is
a necessity. If we are to give children going to public
schools in the Global South a chance to be able to
hold their own in the competition of ideas and
innovation, if we are to enable them to take their
rightful place with verve and tenacity of thought
leaders, we need to equip them with these
capabilities. Without such rethinking, we are likely to
condemn them to subservience, and subjugate them
perpetually to the status of a global underclass.
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If you are a policymaker or an educator, you may well
wonder if this is facile rhetoric, with no reference to
reality. You may wonder about the practicality of such
ideas when an educator is facing a rowdy class of 75
students, or an under-resourced and overstretched
operating environment. No one in their right mind
would say this is an easy problem to solve. The
magnitude of the problem is daunting, and the fruits
of any intervention are not going to be visible
immediately. But that should not delay us from
beginning the work. The status quo is only fomenting
stagnation, and a pivot is needed to begin the work of
laying the foundations for a way forward. There are
initiatives out there that are beginning to break
ground for the long road ahead. If you are interested
in creating such schools, below are five key ideas that
are a part of that starting point:

COVER STORY
-

Linking the Experience of Education
With the Outcome We Seek

The education sector is still reluctant to own the
problem of violence in schools because of an
underlying assumption that violence against children
is a social problem that is best addressed in the

home or the community. Therefore, the thinking goes:
Limited time and resources of a school should be
reserved for addressing tangible outcomes, such as
acquisition of cognitive skills and fostering learning
outcomes. In such a climate, any credible intervention
that goes counter to this status quo needs to persuade
educators and officials that the psychological health
of learners has a profound influence on their process
of learning. This requires popularizing an expansive
vision for schools and enlisting diverse stakeholders
to promote such a vision. It requires galvanizing a
significant proportion of actors within the education
delivery system to endorse, amplify, and implement
the central ideas underpinning the intervention. It
requires popularizing an expansive vision for schools
and enlisting diverse stakeholders to promote such a
vision. Without investing in developing such an
‘opinion infrastructure’, the efforts won’t succeed.

Innovate the Learning Process,
Delink Fear with Learning

Many school practices are mired in a deeply
hierarchical structure and are profoundly influenced
by outdated models of the learning process. A
significant proportion of education practitioners
believe that fear and stress are the primary
psychological levers for fostering learning in students.
To dismantle this assumption and create a more
progressive approach informed by evidence requires
input at the policy, oversight, as well as at school
levels. It also requires engagement of parents and
opinion leaders at the community level using tools,
learning materials, and learner-centric processes
that make the case that when the environment is
inclusive, respectful, and safe, more learners are able
to take the risk of exploring new ideas and integrate
them in their emerging worldview.
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Ideas That Enter a School Do Not
Stay at School

Each school gains support from and conversely has
an influence on how ideas enter a community. For
example, schools may have a mandate to act as an
incubator of fresh ideas and innovation, and therefore
the community is likely to tolerate a level of
exploration that it may not in the home, or elsewhere
in the community. Therein lies an opportunity to
introduce a carefully designed innovation aimed at
fostering a school-wide reflection on values and
norms that determine attitudes and behavior. The aim
here is to influence the school’s operational culture
instead of targeting a narrow range of behaviors that
could be identified as violence, resultingin a
longer-term and sustained outcomes.

Offer Ideas, Not Directions

Instead of disembodied messages or isolated
behavioral prescriptions, offer an overarching vision
of the journey with easy milestones that can be
managed and navigated by a significant proportion of
the school system. Offer a process exploration and
reflection instead of a blueprint for action. Integrate
ideas for collective learning and a tracking system
that allows the entire school to witness and recognize
progress. If the process is efficient and elegant, it will
allow the psychologically important phenomenon of
ownership and agency to emerge, and it will likely
create preconditions for sustainability.

Count on Local Leaderships

The intervention may have been conceived
elsewhere, but the implementation has to be led by
people near the school. Thus, the design has to
embody clear, meaningful, and leadership roles for
multiple members of the school community, and it
has to be flexible enough to accommodate
diversity of skill and capacities, including those

of children. The ideas promoted by the intervention
may be innovative, but the activities have to be
familiar and linked to behaviors and values that speak
to the identifiable values that the majority of the
school aspires to.

COVER STORY
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Violence is Systemic,
Not Individual Behavior

Implicit in this whole school approach is the idea that
prevention of violence is about addressing the system
rather than behavior at an individual level. The unit

of intervention is the school and not the individual
teachers or students. The outcome being sought is not
the specific behavior change (though that will
emerge) but transformation of the operational culture
that fosters a new way of valuing and relating to each
other’s dignity as humans.

Such a culture is not only likely to reject violence

but also provide fertile ground for developing agency,
a sense of citizenship and yes, an expansive cognitive
toolkit that may be conceptualized as learning
outcomes. Such an approach yields long-term
outcomes not only from the narrow lens of education
but of life outcomes. Isn’t that what education is for?
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Much before India passed the Protection of
Children Against Sexual Offences (POCSO)

Actin 2012, Dr Sangeeta Saksena had been

spending the better part of her professional
life trying to understand what young
Indians - including children as young has

first graders - think of sex and sexuality.

The responses surprised her. The co-founder
of Enfold Proactive Health Trust in
Bengaluru, Dr Saksena joins the inaugural

edition of Engendering Education to reveal
the sexual attitudes of one of the world’s

S ex largest child and adolescent populations,
and why it’s imperative for India to have sex

and physical safety education from a wider

Sa ngeeta Sa ksena and restorative lens.
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As a gynaecologist working in a large teaching
hospital in Bengaluru in the year 2000, Dr Sangeeta
Saksena was accustomed to seeing young Indians
walk in with a myriad of issues: from unwanted
pregnacies to HIV. Then an assistant professor at the
Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology at St
John’s Hospital in Bengaluru, Dr Saksena, along with
her friend and colleague Dr Shaibya Saldanha, would
often wonder if these issues are due to lack of
scientific information on sexuality. In order to find the
root cause, Dr Saksena decided to speak to
adolescents. Through comprehensive interactions in
2001 with hundreds of students studying in eighth,
ninth, and tenth grade in a school in Koramangala,
Dr Saksena and Dr Saldanha determined what

was amiss. Their findings, which was also published
in Indian Journal of Paediatrics, surprised them.

“It wasn’t as much the lack of information [on sex] as
much as lack of self-confidence and self-respect
among young Indians - towards themselves and their
bodies,” Dr Saksena told Engendering Education.
They, then, went to grade 5, during which they learnt
how poor self-esteem starts so young. “It’s ingrained
in us so young because of our cultural practices of
comparing, for instance, skin color or our bodies,” she
said. Dr Saksena then decided to speak to an even
younger demographic: Grade 1. “That is when we
realized the extent of child sexual abuse (CSA) in
India,” revealed Dr Saksena.

India is home to over 444 million children, one of the
world’s largest child and adolescent populations. The
country has some of the most stringent laws to
protect children against many crimes including sexual
abuse under the Protection of Children from Sexual
Offences (POCSO) Act, which was passed in 2012. The
2007 study on child abuse by the Ministry of Women
and Child Development, Government of India had
found that 53.2 per cent of the over 12,000 children
surveyed had suffered some form of sexual abuse.
More recent National Crime Records Bureau data
shows that this number is increasing.
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Onein every

inIndiais a

victim of CSA.

A 2017 survey by humanitarian aid organisation
World Vision India.

When Dr Saksena co-founded Enfold Proactive
Health Trust with Dr Saldanha, she knew not just the
problem, but also the extent of it. Through Enfold,
Dr Saksena sought to create safer, respectful, and
gender equitable spaces through preventive
education, awareness and rehabilitative support for
survivors of CSA. And one of the key tools to do that
was the creation of an indigenously-designed,
age-appropriate, cultually-relevant curriculum on
sexuality and personal safety education for children
and adult stakeholders. Along with Dr Shekhar
Seshadri, the doctors also co-authored On Track - a
workbook series on life skills and personal safety for
school children from grade 1-10 (published by
Macmillan Education India). These workbooks also

include information manuals for parents and teachers.

Enfold is the first organization to offer personal safety
as part of the curriculum from grade 1 onwards in
Indian schools, says Dr Saksena. This was much
before POCSO came into effect. But in a country like
India, where stigma and bias against sex education
has led to much backlash' against educators over the
years, Dr Saksena and her team promoted children’s
and adolescents’ safety and wellbeing, keeping
ground realities in mind.
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“Given the cultural backgrounds of most of these
children, we decided to use words like ‘sussu’

and ‘potty’ for private parts until grade 4,” said

Dr Saksena. “As gynaecologists, we can say
anatomical terms like vulva and penis, but in this
case, we decided it’s up to the parents to give proper
names of genitals when they deem it fit for their
children. Our aim was to give an unambiguous
vocabulary to small children to ask questions, report
discomfort and any unsafe behavior.”

The resistance to sex education in India has been
consistent. In 2007, India saw massive protests in six
states against inclusion of sex education in class 10
syllabi by the state boards.2 In 2009, several Indian
states suspended sex education program designed to
combat the spread of HIV/AIDS after protests by
lawmakers who said it would corrupt young minds.
Dr Saksena said that such backlash could have been
partly due to the use of curricula and materials that
were not indigenously developed and were not
adapted to Indian socio-cultural milieu. However,
Enfold’s work was not affected - in fact it grew.

“We called our programme Life Skills and Personal
Safety education. We sometimes consciously dropped
the word ‘sex’ or ‘sexual’” she said. “This was not just
to avoid backlash but also because our programme
was more about knowing one’s body, and respecting
one's own and other people’s bodies and body’s
functions. It included self awareness of one’s
qualities, skills and values, and clear communication
to build respectful relationships.”

Enfold’s curriculum is gender-inclusive, and holds a
minimum of six sessions annually in schools, with
workshops dedicated to self-esteem, body image,
managing emotions, sexual and reproductive
systems, personal safety in public and private spaces.
LGBTQIA+ awareness is also a part of their curriculum
- non-binary language is used from grade 1 onwards,
the term transgender is introduced in grade 5, and the
term intersex is introduced from grade 8 onwards.
“Over the years, we’ve adopted a restorative approach
to our curriculum,” said Dr Saksena. “Earlier, for
instance, if we talked about shame, blame, and
punishment; now we talk about accountability and

Over the years, the Enfold team has incorporated
some key values into their approach:

Education in gender equity, sexuality, and personal
safety can build acceptance and respect for the
body and its sexual and reproductive functions and
the diversity in gender and sexuality; promote

safe behavior towards each other and thereby
prevent sexual abuse and gender based violence
against children and adults alike.

One can heal from child sexual abuse and gender
based violence with professional help.

It takes community effort and child sensitive
systems to keep children safe.

People of all gender and sexual identities have
equal right to safety and dignity - and individuals,
families, communities, and our laws, policies, and
systems can promote this.

_CLOSE upP 18



responsibility for one’s actions. Another example is
that earlier, we set ‘class rules’. Now we ask the
students to agree upon ‘class values’ which will make
the class a safe space to share and discuss.”

The way to talk about sexuality is also very scientific
in Enfold sessions. The idea is to talk about it as a
natural pleasurable sensation and function, and build
respect for all parts of the body and their function,
says Dr Saksena. “It’s aimed to remove guilt and
shame from the experience of one’s sexuality and
strengthen responsibility and accountability for one’s
sexual expression” she said. “Our aim is that people
do not harm themselves or others, and express their
sexuality freely, with responsibility and awareness
and respect for other’s rights. That’s our base. Even
the word ‘sexual’: What does it mean? We link it to the
sensation of, say, sweetness, and the experience of it.
Sexual is the name given to certain physiological
sensations. Reproduction comes later and is optional!
It’s like you can’t shame a child for tasting sweetness.
You can help them regulate their consumption of it.”

Between 2011 and 2013, Enfold, in partnership with
UNICEF, was involved with the Department of Women
and Children Development, Government of Karnataka
to create, train and set up Collaborative Child
Response Units (CCRU) in 7 hospitals in Karnataka.
The Enfold team was also actively involved in
conducting research on the implementation of the
POCSO Act in 10 districts in Karnataka. Since then the
organization has done much more research and
advocacy in this field.

Social media puts
pressure on children.
It often takes sexual

overtones.
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The organization’s Support and Rehabilitation team
supports close to 75 children who have reported
sexual violence. In 2022, the organization published a
Handbook for Support Persons to work with child
victims under the POCSO Act. In 2016, Dr Saksena
and Dr Saldanha created the Suvidha Project - the
first initiative of its kind in India that offers education
on gender equity, sexuality, and personal safety to
children with disabilities. The ‘Suvidha Suraksha’ kit
is for the parents and teachers of children with
intellectual disabilities, autism, and related
conditions. Enfold offers them training in the use of
the kit, building their capacity to offer sexuality
education in the context of disabilities. The Suvidha
Sparsh kit is also available for use by children with
visual and hearing impairment.

The internet and social media has played a big role

in exposing young Indians to age inapproprate sexual
content that is, at times, inaccurate, unscientific, and
violates other’s rights. “Social media puts pressure on
children,” said Dr Saksena. “In earlier days, we
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encountered things like bullying on school
playgrounds. Now it’s everywhere on the internet
and social media. It often takes sexual overtones.”
Some of the many questions Dr Saksena has
encountered among kids as young as fifth graders
range from curiosity over flavored condoms to porn.
An incident Dr Saksena often looks back at with much
distress is the time she was with grade 10 students -
boys and girls - talking about public safety. The
situation was: If a girl on a bus is getting harassed,
what would you do? While the girls said they will ask
for help, most boys said they will ignore it. But one
boy’s response shook Dr Saksena: He said he will not
interfere, and that he will choose to get off the bus.
“I couldn’t believe this kind of response,” said

Dr Saksena. “There seems to be a social disconnect -
reduction in empathy for each other, more

isolation and individualism.”

Dr Saksena’s method to counter the problem of mis
or over-information on sex and sexuality is by
interacting with kids using scientific and evolutionary
perspectives. “It’s authentic, and it expands their
horizons,” she said.

In over two decades of work, Dr Saksena and her team
have received overwhelming success. Over the years
they have conducted sessions in over 900 schools in
over 70 cities across India and directly reached about
2.2 lakh children. “Many students have told us the
workshops have changed their lives. I’'ve been told
that our workshops have put young people at ease,”
said Dr Saksena. “| remember this one grade 5 student
who was summoned by his principal to tell me how he
felt. He said, ‘Gandhiji gave us independence. On
Track workbooks have set us, India’s children, free!”

A 2022 Pew Research survey reveals that much of
India is conservative when it comes to gender roles
with rigid views on sex and sexuality.? Dr Saksena says
India has made some progress in sex education. The
Saathiya resource kit by the Ministry of Health and
Family Welfare, for instance, imparts age-appropriate
information on ‘adolescents’ health such as on
nutrition, sexual and reproductive health, substance
misuse, and so on.* Many NGOs are providing
comprehensive sexuality education.

1 Protest Against Sex Education, Times of India (2007)

2 Conservatives Obstruct Sex Education in 6 States, Amelia Gentleman, New York Times (2007)

3 How Indians View Gender Roles in Families and Society, Pew Research Center (2022)

Recommendations have been made by the Verma
Committee and others, and the CBSE curriculum also
includes it. “But we need a wider perspective that is
gender transformative, which includes disabilities,
and is restorative. Some forms of education also focus
only on the physical aspects rather than emotional,”
said Dr Saksena. “There’s a misconception that
sexuality education begins at 12 or 13 years of age. It
actually starts much younger, from the time the

child begins to understand words and expressions.
We need more work.”

Right now, Dr Saksena and her team are advocating
to include comprehensive sexuality and personal
safety curriculums in all schools and colleges, across
all streams. “My personal aim in life is to see that
this education is made easily accessible and reaches
everybody in a language and manner that is
comfortable for them,” said Dr Saksena.

Enfold workshops

across India

900 70

schools cities

2.2 lakh

children

4 Health Secretary launches ‘SAATHIYA’ Resource Kit and ‘SAATHIYA SALAH’ Mobile App for Adolescents, Ministry of Health and Family Welfare (2017)
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‘The Power
Structure
Changes
When Children

Spea
Up’

Praveen Vempadapu

CHANGE MAKER
-

In 2007, a National Study on Child Abuse,
released by India’s Ministry of Women and
Child Development, with support of UNICEF,
Save the Children, and Prayas, found that
over 53 per cent of the surveyed children face
sexual abuse. Struck by the distress among
India’s youngest population, Praveen
Vempadapu went on to found the India
chapter of Kidpower International in 2007
and, through workshops and educational
support, decided to support hundreds

of children every year. In this interview with
Engendering Education, Mr Vempadapu lays
bare the processes of Kidpower India’s work.
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How did you begin your journey as
a child rights activist and director of
Kidpower India?

I have a background in engineering, management,
and development studies. Being with a non-profit was
not initially my idea but | was working with a women’s
group as part of my MBA study and | thought | would
do a non-profit course. | ended up in the Netherlands
to do a masters course in development studies from
the Institute of Social Studies. After | came back to
India, | realized that | wanted to do something with
children and children’s education. In 2007, there was
the National Study of Child Abuse released by the
Indian ministry of women and child development. It
found that around 50 per cent of children - boys and
girls - have gone through sexual harm, both physical
and emotional. What struck me more is that most of
the time, it’s not reported - 73 per cent of them.

Indian society has a deeply inherent power

structure: You have to respect your elders. There’s
nothing wrong with this notion but when someone
abuses that valuable relation of a parent or teacher or
a family relative, how do you stand up for yourself?
That was the important point | was looking at when |
wanted to start something in India. Apart from the
abuse statistics, how much is being reported and how
many children speak up?

What is the most important
aspect of facilitating trainings
with children?

What’s important to me while training is not just
instilling confidence in standing up to abuse, but the
practical approach of it through the workshop model
of training. | went to the US and joined Kidpower
International’s trainings. They provided us with all the
materials and training to adapt to the Indian
circumstances. The program also targets the disabled
and differently abled, as well as across LGBTQ+
spectrum and non-binary identities. For India, |
created a program specifically for girls, which isn’t
there in the U.S. It’s called ‘GirlPower’. It’s the same
lesson plan and skills but adapted to the
circumstances of women and girls’ lives in India. This
program has been translated and adopted by other
countries like Lebanon, Vietnam, and Mexico.

CHANGE MAKER
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STOP!

DON’T

What does the Kidpower
training entail?

The first thing we teach at Kidpower is being aware of
the circumstances and being confident. We talk about
how to use your body to set boundaries in a strong
way and how to use your voice to say no. Thisis a
practical training so we take real-life examples from
the lives of the children.

In India, there’s quite a taboo
around sexual abuse. How did you
start approaching schools with
Kidpower’s safety trainings?

We mostly focused on Visakhapatnam. We
approached the schools and non-profits. The best
part is that our trainings are free and they are also
available online. So many schools are open to our
trainings. We conduct around 20 trainings a year.

One of the guiding principles of Kidpower is that
safety is priority, and other people’s embarrassment,
inconvenience, or offence is not important. It’s easily
said but in a society where children grow up with the
notion that they’ve to respect elders and not talk
back, how do you first ensure your safety? This is the
power relation between children and elders. We train
people how to overcome this. We train multiple
stakeholders but the elders, like the parents and
teachers, should enable a safe space for that to
happen by understanding the power relations and
believing the kids.

22



Could you talk about the impact
of your trainings?

The major change at institutional levels | found is
that children are more willing to share with you

if there’s an abuse situation. We’ve seen the power
structure change once children speak up. At any
abuse prevention training, if you give a message to
the girls and boys that there’s no tolerance for abuse,
they immediately come to you and complain about
the abuse, including from teachers or through
corporal punishment. After that, when they need help,
we create avenues for them to speak up and get help.
This helps schools address the problem of abuse.

Among all the issues Kidpower
addresses, what concerns you
the most?

In education, we work a lot with slum children

who are engaged in rag picking and begging. |

would say one of the most pressing problems | have
found in such circumstances is how girls are

pushed out of schools. Often in such settings, girls as
young as 6 years old have to stay back to take care of
other children. Then a big challenge is when girls

are 15 or 16, an age that is an opportunity for their
family. Sometimes, these girls go on a family vacation
and just fall off the map, only to come back as a
married woman. At Kidpower, we have a scholarship
program for girls to address these dropouts and
problem of child marriage. In many circumstances,
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we have found that when there’s a change in
family circumstances, the family prefers to put the
girlin a government school while keeping the
boys in a private school. Again, we have noticed
dropouts in such cases.

Having seen these patterns, we try to address this
from a non-profit point of view by providing
scholarships to girls and running special learning
centres. We also counsel the parents and girls

to study further.

What has been the most memorable
part of your journey with Kidpower?

When | work with visually challenged children,

they have different visual levels. How they practise
and use it while travelling or outdoors, | found that
very touching. During training, I've had a child come
to me and say that while travelling in a train,
someone tried to abuse them, they shouted and the
person ran away. When children come to us to tell us
how they used the skills we taught them in real life,
it feels very rewarding.

Does the prevalence of abuse on
social media make things
challenging for you and the work
Kidpower does?

The principles of our program remain the same
even when we talk about social media with the
children. You’ve to keep adapting. Such as, when we
talk about social media, the safety principles are the
same. We ask questions like: Who's a stranger?
What is the stranger danger? What is personal
information? Who are you sharing it with? Social
media is a huge challenge for safety.

What is your vision for the future
of safety for children?

A coalition of good schools is a good way to reach
more children. We’ve had the 2007 report of abuse
and then, in 2011, the National Education Policy came
into effect. It spoke about abuse prevention in schools
and stated that abuse like corporal punishment isn’t
allowed. But nothing has happened after that. There’s
been no other work or interpretation of policies after
that. Something needs to be done at the policy level
to bring impact in the lives of children.
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India’s Education System:

Where’s The
Gender Equity?

Y ECWJ UCPEV A RDW
T NR R Q ORETENTI ON
Il A UK D MADM HLCRUDHE
N T TNSD QV HNIKWVYV DN
U ECJ CEDWZ S TATETF R
M CUUUVI NVGTX WKO
M HRLIRU CPUCGWGEB UL
O NT ORIBMHY Il P GDMTL
c os ¢l 61 F GL P A F UWM
G L AT CACUTFHUOI E Y E
L ORAUWSGRUJY P OQN
Y GF WL Y G OGADEUPGT
VY NL UJ V S A DEDJ CA
o X1 wWwWMCWAUDE S DD O Z
C H O QV CTEA AU CHTER S

The following words can be found in any direction (including diagonals) and can overlap each other.

1. STEM 2. CURRICULUM 3.TECHNOLOGY 4. PEDAGOGY

5. POLICIES 6. RETENTION 7. ENROLLMENT 8.TEACHERS
9. COMMUNITY 10. INFRASTRUCTURE
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