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f o r e w a r d
I t gives  me immense pleasure to  introduce this  edi t ion of  the Fel lows Magazine,  dedicated to 

the remarkable  journey of  the Gandhi  Fel lowship program in Jammu and K ashmir.  The Piramal 
Foundation’s  Gandhi  Fel lowship program has been a beacon of  hope and change,  transforming 
the educat ional  landscape in one of  India ’s  most  picturesque yet  chal lenging regions. 

In this  i ssue,  we celebrate  the relent less  spir i t  of  our fe l lows who have committed themselves 
to  the cause of  hol is t ic  educat ion and community  development .  Their  s tories  of  perseverance, 
innovat ion,  and impact  serve as  a  tes tament to  the transformative power of  dedicated 
mentorship and grassroots  leadership.  As  you delve into these narrat ives,  you wil l  witness  the 
profound influence of  the fe l lowship on both the personal  and profess ional  growth of  our 
fe l lows and the communit ies  they serve -  especial ly  in the domain of  educat ion.

Educat ion is  about  promoting the hol is t ic  growth of  s tudents  and capaci tat ing them to 
navigate  chal lenges  with empathy,  res i l ience,  and moral  integri ty.  Such an approach ensures 
that  learners  are not  only knowledgeable  but  a lso compassionate  and ethical ly  grounded, 
prepared to  lead and inspire  in an ever-evolving global  landscape.  Often a  pursui t  to  achieve 
academic excel lence makes us  overlook the s ignif icance of  foster ing human elements  within our 
educat ional  inst i tut ions. 

Address ing these concerns,  the Gandhi  Fel lowship program in Jammu and K ashmir is  more 
than an educat ional  ini t iat ive ;  i t  i s  a  movement towards nur turing compassionate,  res i l ient , 
and ethical  leaders.  These leaders  are not  only equipped with the knowledge to  tackle  complex 
problems but  a lso embody the values  of  empathy and integri ty.  Through their  ef for ts,  we are 
witness ing the creat ion of  a  brighter,  more inclusive future for  educat ion in the region.

I  extend my hear tfe l t  grat i tude to  al l  our par tners,  s takeholders,  and inspir ing fe l lows for  their 
unwavering dedicat ion and hard work.  Together,  we are making s ignif icant  s tr ides  towards a 
more equitable  and sustainable  world.

Z e e s han  Ha s s an
S e n i o r  P r o g r a m  D i r e c t o r

P i r a m a l  S c h o o l  o f  L e a d e r s h i p

2A l i m  C h u i  G a a s h - 2 4



E d i t o r ’ s  N o t e
“Be the change you want to see in 
the world”- Mahatma Gandhi-

A l itt le  bit  of  ‘ s e w a  b h a v ’ ,  a  pinch of  ‘ N i r m a n ’ , 
a  l i t t le  drop of  ‘ P r a g a t i ’  and f ina l ly  with  the 
essance  of  ‘ L e a d e r s h i p ’  creates  the  amalgam of 
‘ N a t i o n  b u i l d e r s ’ ,  where  you can be  the  change 
you want  to  see  in  the  world.  so  a l l  these 
ingr idents  comes under  the  umbrel la  of 
Gandhi  Fel lowship,  which paves  the  way for 
the  growth of  se l f  & and the  others . 
A l i m  C h u i  G a a s h -  ‘Educat ion is  L ight’  a  famous 
proverb f rom kashmir  which inculcate  the 
essence  of  our  work in  J&K.  To be  the  torch 
bearer  of  the  change in  Eduact ion to  ensure  a 
br ight  FUTURE.  
so  ‘ A l i m  C h u i  G a a s h ‘  contains  the  wonderfu l 
khani  of  the  dedicated team of  Jammu & 
Kashmir.  ‘ A l i m  C h u i  G a a s h ’  te l ls  the  expr iences 
of  our  ‘C ommunity  Immersion’,  ‘Vipassana’, 
and f ie ld  v is its .  ‘Our l i t t le  journey’.

Te a m  J & K
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4A l i m  C h u i  G a a s h - 2 4



In the picturesque 
valley of Kashmir, 
where natural beauty 

often starkly contrasts the 
region’s complex realities, a 
transformative educational 
approach is taking root. 
Guided by the National 
Education Policy (NEP) 
2020, introducing aesthetic 
literacy in Kashmir’s schools 
represents a crucial step 
towards holistic development 
and healing through art.
Aesthetic literacy transcends 
traditional art education. 
It’s about nurturing a 
profound sensitivity to the 
world, fostering emotional 
intelligence, and equipping 
children with diverse modes 
of expression. In a region like 
Kashmir, where young minds 
have often grappled with 
uncertainty, this approach 
offers a beacon of hope and a 
path to resilience.
The NEP 2020 recognizes 
the transformative power 
of art-integrated learning, 
stating, “Art-integration is a 
cross-curricular pedagogical 

“ C u l t i v a t i n g  H o p e  a n d  C r e a t i v i t y : 
T h e  N e e d  f o r  A e s t h e t i c  L i t e r a c y 

i n  K a s h m i r ’ s  C l a s s r o o m s ”

Rayees  Sof i 
S enior  Programme Leader  & 
Fel lowship SPO C J&K
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approach that utilizes various 
aspects and forms of art and 
culture as the basis for learning 
of concepts across subjects.” 
This philosophy is particularly 
relevant in Kashmir, where art 
can serve as a bridge between 
academic learning and the 
region’s rich cultural heritage.
The need for aesthetic literacy 
in Kashmir is multifaceted. 
Firstly, it provides a crucial 
outlet for emotional expression 
and processing of experiences, 
which is vital in a region that 
has faced prolonged conflict. 
Secondly, it offers a means to 
preserve and celebrate Kashmir’s 
unique cultural identity through 
various art forms. Lastly, it aligns 
with the broader educational 
goal of nurturing well-rounded 
individuals equipped with 21st-
century skills.
The benefits of aesthetic literacy 
extend far beyond artistic 
skills. Research indicates that 
arts integration can improve 
academic achievement, increase 
test scores, and promote better 
attendance. More importantly, it 
nurtures crucial life skills such as 
creativity, critical thinking, and 
emotional resilience – all vital 
for the youth of Kashmir as they 

navigate their unique challenges 
and opportunities.
The implementation of 
aesthetic literacy aligns 
perfectly with the NEP 2020’s 
vision of holistic development. 
The policy advocates for 
“no hard separation among 
‘curricular’, ‘extracurricular’, 
or ‘co-curricular’, among ‘arts’, 
‘humanities’, and ‘sciences’.” 
This integrated approach 
is precisely what Kashmir’s 
students need – an education that 
nourishes both mind and soul.
Looking to the future, the 
potential of aesthetic literacy in 
Kashmir is immense. It promises 
to equip students with the tools to 
express themselves, understand 
others, and contribute positively 
to their communities. Moreover, 
it opens doors to potential career 
paths in creative industries, 
aligning with the NEP’s emphasis 
on vocational skills and future 
readiness.
The vision for aesthetic literacy 
in Kashmir encompasses several 
key aspects:
1. Emotional healing and 

resilience: By providing 
creative outlets for expression, 
aesthetic literacy can help 
students process complex 

emotions and experiences.
2. Cultural preservation and 

celebration: Integrating 
local art forms and cultural 
practices into the curriculum 
can strengthen students’ 
connection to their heritage.

3. Academic enhancement: 
Art-integrated learning can 
improve engagement and 
understanding across various 
subjects.

4. Skill development: Aesthetic 
literacy nurtures creativity, 
critical thinking, and 
problem-solving skills 
essential for the 21st-century 
workforce.

5. Community building: 
Collaborative art projects 

can foster a sense of unity 
and shared purpose among 
students.

The journey of implementing 
aesthetic literacy in Kashmir 
is just beginning. It requires 
sustained effort, resources, and 
commitment from educators, 
policymakers, and the 
community. But the potential 
rewards are invaluable – a 
generation of young Kashmiris 
who are not only academically 
proficient but also emotionally 
intelligent, culturally rooted, and 
creatively empowered.
As Kashmir charts its educational 
future, aesthetic literacy can be a 
powerful tool for transformation. 
It offers a way to honor the past, 

Piramal  foundat ion v is it  at  B oys  High S chool  Manigah 
H y h a m a ,  K u p w a r a
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engage with the present, and 
build a more hopeful future. 
By embracing this approach, 
Kashmir’s education system can 
nurture not just scholars, but 
artists, thinkers, and innovators 
who will shape the region’s 
tomorrow.
In essence, aesthetic literacy 
is more than an educational 
initiative; it’s an investment in 
the hearts and minds of Kashmir’s 
youth. It’s a commitment to 
nurturing a generation that can 
express, create, and innovate – 
skills that will be crucial as they 
work towards building a peaceful 
and prosperous Kashmir.
Piramal Foundation has been 
at the forefront of bringing 
aesthetic literacy to Kashmir’s 
classrooms. Recognizing 
the unique challenges and 
opportunities in the region, PFEL 
has initiated a comprehensive 
three-year program aimed at 
integrating art and aesthetics into 
the educational fabric of Jammu 
and Kashmir.
In 2023, PF launched an 
ambitious project to develop 
21st-century skills and art-based 
competencies through aesthetic 
literacy. The project began with 
a three-day workshop for 60 

teachers, focusing on gender 
awareness and observation skills. 
This initiative is part of a broader 
vision to create a team of 112 
master trainers who will, in turn, 
train 11,200 teachers over three 
years, ensuring a wide-reaching 
impact across the region.
The foundation’s approach 
aligns perfectly with the NEP 
2020’s emphasis on holistic 
education. By establishing art 
cells, developing curriculum, and 
setting up art labs in schools, PF 
is creating an ecosystem where 
aesthetic literacy can thrive. 
Their work goes beyond just 
teaching art; it’s about using 
art as a medium for emotional 
expression, cultural connection, 
and academic enhancement.
Consider the story of Amir, 
a 14-year-old student from 
Srinagar. Like many of his peers, 
Amir struggled to articulate his 
feelings about the uncertainties 
that sometimes cloud daily life in 
Kashmir. Through the aesthetic 
literacy program introduced in 
his school, Amir discovered a 
passion for poetry. “Writing helps 
me make sense of the world,” he 
shares. “It’s like I’ve found my 
voice.”
Similarly, Nisa, a teacher, 

experienced a transformation 
in her teaching approach after 
attending the Aesthetic Literacy 
workshop. “I used to think art 
was just for art class,” she says. 
“Now, I use artistic methods to 
teach everything from science to 
social studies. The students are 
more engaged, and I see them 
expressing ideas they struggled 
with before.”
These personal stories highlight 
the tangible impact of aesthetic 
literacy. They show how this 
approach is not just an educational 
initiative but a catalyst for 
personal growth and community 
healing.
Dr. Samina Hussain, an education 
expert based in Srinagar, 
emphasizes the importance of 
this approach. “In a region that 
has seen its share of difficulties, 
aesthetic literacy offers our 
children a way to process their 
experiences, dream big, and 
connect with their cultural roots. 
It’s not just about creating art; it’s 
about creating understanding.”
The implementation of aesthetic 
literacy in Kashmir has been 
significantly bolstered by the 
involvement of Gandhi Fellows, 
young leaders who are part of 
a two-year social leadership 

program. These Fellows, driven 
by a passion for social change, 
play a crucial role in bridging the 
gap between policy and practice 
on the ground.
As part of their fellowship 
curriculum, which emphasizes 
experiential learning and 
community engagement, Gandhi 
Fellows are deeply involved in the 
aesthetic literacy initiative. They 
work alongside teachers and 
school administrators, helping to 
introduce and integrate art-based 
learning methods into daily 

                   In essence, aesthetic 
literacy is more than an 
educational initiative; it’s an 
investment in the hearts and 
minds of Kashmir’s youth. It’s 
a commitment to nurturing a 
generation that can express, 
create, and innovate – skills 
that will be crucial as they work 
towards building a peaceful 
and prosperous Kashmir.

7 A l i m  C h u i  G a a s h - 2 4



classroom activities.
The Fellows’ work extends beyond 
the classroom. They engage with 
local communities, organizing art 
exhibitions and cultural events 
that showcase students’ work and 
help build community support 
for the initiative. This aligns 
with the fellowship’s emphasis 
on community leadership and 
stakeholder engagement.
The fellowship’s focus on 
reflective practices has helped the 
fellows navigate the complexities 
of introducing new concepts in 
a sensitive environment. The 
involvement of Gandhi Fellows 
brings a fresh perspective and 
energy to the aesthetic literacy 
program. Their training in 
innovative problem-solving 

and adaptive leadership, core 
components of the Gandhi 
Fellowship curriculum, enables 
them to address challenges 
creatively and effectively.
Moreover, the Fellows’ journey 
mirrors the very principles of 
aesthetic literacy they are helping 
to implement. As they encourage 
students to express themselves 
through art, they too are learning 
new ways of self-expression and 
understanding. This parallel 
growth creates a unique dynamic 
where both the Fellows and the 
students they work with are 
embarking on a journey of self-
discovery and empowerment.
The presence of Gandhi Fellows 
in this initiative also ensures 
a continuous influx of new 

ideas and approaches. As each 
cohort of Fellows brings their 
unique perspectives and skills, 
the aesthetic literacy program 
remains dynamic and responsive 
to evolving needs.
This collaboration between 
the Piramal Foundation, local 
educators, and Gandhi Fellows 
exemplifies a holistic approach 
to educational reform. It not 
only brings aesthetic literacy to 
Kashmir’s classrooms but also 
nurtures a new generation of 
educational leaders who will carry 
forward the vision of integrated, 
empathetic, and culturally rich 
learning environments.
The Piramal Foundation’s work 
in Kashmir is a testament to the 
power of collaborative efforts 
between NGOs, government 
bodies, and local communities. By 
focusing on teacher development, 
curriculum enhancement, and 
infrastructure improvement, they 
are laying the groundwork for a 
sustainable transformation in 
Kashmir’s education system.
As Kashmir embraces aesthetic 
literacy, it not only addresses local 
needs but also positions its youth 
to compete on the global stage. 
In an increasingly interconnected 
world, where creativity and 

innovation are highly prized, the 
skills fostered by aesthetic literacy 
are invaluable. The ability to think 
critically, express ideas effectively, 
and approach problems with 
creative solutions are sought-
after qualities in the global 
workforce. By nurturing these 
capabilities, Kashmir’s education 
system is preparing its students 
to stand shoulder-to-shoulder 
with their peers worldwide. 
Whether in technology, business, 
sciences, or the arts, the holistic 
development offered by aesthetic 
literacy equips Kashmiri youth 
with the adaptability and 
innovative thinking needed to 
excel in a rapidly changing global 
landscape. This approach not only 
honors Kashmir’s rich cultural 
heritage but also empowers its 
next generation to be confident, 
capable global citizens, ready to 
make their mark on the world 
stage.

Piramal  foundat ion v is it  at  B oys  Middle  S chool  Kel ler,  Shopian
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I am absolutely  thr i l led  to  share  the  incredible  journey of   a  l i fe-
changing process  ca l led C ommunity  Immersion.   The purpose  of  this 
immersive  exper ience  was  to  decondit ion mysel f  f rom the  comforts 

of  modern society  and to  ac t ively  contr ibute  towards  st rengthening the 
educat ion system in the  v i l lage.
I  completed my CI  in  Bathuni  v i l lage  of  R ajour i ,  Jammu & Kashmir.  This 

was  a  dream come true  for  me,  as  it  meant  exper iencing a  new society, 
cu lture,  and language.  Excitement  and ner vousness  f i l led  my hear t  as 
I  embarked on this  incredible  journey.  I  a lso  remembered my parents 
who concerned about  their  son ventur ing into  an unfami l iar  place,  far 
away f rom home.  Their  concerns  were  understandable ,  as  the  news of ten 
por trayed Jammu and Kashmir  as  a  place  f i l led  with unrest .  However,  I 
reassured them and promised to  keep in  touch regularly.
In  the  rugged terran of  Jammu&Kashmir,  I  embarked on a  journey of 

house  hunt .  I  ventured deep into  the  hear t  of  countr ys ide,  where  air 
was  cr isp  with scent  of  pine  and melody of  mountain st reams echoned 
in  distance.  But  my path was  not  without  obstacles .  The bone-chi l l ing 
weather  and language proved as   barr ier  to  navigate  ahead.  But  perhaps 
my greatest  cha l lenge lay  in  the  vast  expanse  of  the  area  itse l f .  The rugged 
terrain,  marked by steep incl ines  and treacherous  pathways ,  tested my 
endurance at  ever y  turn.  Yet ,  with  each step I  took,  I  fe lt  mysel f  drawing 
closer  to  my goal ,  dr iven by a  sense  of  purpose  that  t ranscended the 
physica l  l imitat ions  of  my surroundings .  Af ter  hust le ,  I  got  my space 
in  the  v i l lage.  The house  belongs  to  Mrs .  Maya G.  She was  cook at 
Government  middle  S chool .  Arr iv ing in  her  house  was  ver y  pleasant , 
greeted by warm smi les  and open arms.  The loca ls  were  cur ious  about 
his  background and eager  to  learn about  my exper iences  in  Bihar.  They 
embraced me as  par t  of  their  community,  making me feel  welcomed and 
accepted. 
I  immerse  mysel f  in  the  loca l  cu lture  and par t ic ipated in  fest iva ls ,  tasted 

t radit ional  del icacies ,  a lso  learned about  their  customs and tradit ions . 
This  exper ience  broadened my hor izons  and enr iched my understanding  
divers ity.  Af ter  some days ,  I  got  much connected with my host  fami ly  and 

FromVillage to Vision .
MY TRANSFORMATIVE JOURNEY OF COMMUNITY IMMERSION.
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obser ved a  v ir ta l  point  that  change my vis ion.  Aunty  (Maya)  used to  ser ve  me f irst  and af ter  my meal ,  the  whole  fami ly  ate .  I 
got  emot ional  and thought  wheather  I ’m doing t rue  to  them even they don’t  have  much resources  st i l l  they  were  feeding me? 
The answer  is  not  st i l l  c lear  to  me but  her  answer  was  a lways  l ike  I  am her  Mahimana (guest) .  Back home,  my parents  were 
anxiously  await ing updates .  To their  re l ie f  and del ight ,  I  would of ten ca l l  them to  share  stor ies  of  his  adventures  and the 
k indness  I  encountered in  the  house.  They gradual ly  rea l ized that  their  worr ies  were  unnecessar y,  as  I  had found a  second 
home.  
From the  ver y  moment  I  s tepped  in  the  v i l lage,  I  was  f i l led  with an over whelming sense  of  excitement  and ant ic ipat ion.  The 

warm welcome he received f rom the  v i l lagers  instant ly  made him feel  l ike  a  par t  of  their  c lose-knit  community.  As  I  sett led 
into  my humble  abode,  I  would help  them in  f i leds  and enjoy beauty  of  rura l  l i fe .
O ver  the  course  of  my stay,  I  fu l ly  embraced the  spir it  of  C ommunity  Immersion.  I  ac t ively  engaged with the  loca l  schools , 

teachers ,  and students ,  immersing mysel f  in  their  dai ly  rout ines  and educat ional  pract ices .  I  was  amazed by the  res i l ience 
and determinat ion of  both the  teachers  and students ,  who worked t ire less ly  to  overcome var ious  cha l lenges  that  hindered 
their  access  to  qual ity  educat ion.
During my t ime in  the  v i l lage,  I  organized interact ive  ta lks  with  parents  and teachers ,  focusing on C onduct ion Parents 

And Teacher  Meet ings  (PTMs) in  schools  regular ly.  I  a lso  conducted mot ivat ional  sess ions  for  the  students ,  inspir ing them 
to  dream big  and pursue their  educat ion with pass ion.  Witness ing their  eagerness  to  learn and grow f i l led  his  hear t  with 
immense joy  and fu l f i l lment .
As  the  days  turned into  weeks ,  I  would feel  a  profound transformat ion taking place  within mysel f .  The s implic ity  and close 

connect ion to  nature  that  I  exper ienced in  the  v i l lage  helped me break f ree  f rom the  distract ions  and mater ia l ist ic  pursuits 
of  urban l i fe .  I  gained a  renewed appreciat ion for  the  importance  of  educat ion as  a  cata lyst  for  socia l  change.
The successfu l  complet ion of  my C ommunity  Immersion journey le f t  me with a  deep sense  of  grat itude and purpose. 

I  rea l ized that  by  immersing mysel f  in  a  community,  I  not  only  st rengthened their  educat ion system but  a lso  learned 
inva luable  lessons  about  empathy,  res i l ience,  and the  power  of  col lec t ive  e f for t .  This  t ransformat ive  exper ience  has  inspired 
me to  cont inue working towards  br idging educat ional  gaps  in  rura l  areas  and empowering communit ies  through educat ion.
In the  end,  I  returned to  fe l low house  with a  hear t  f i l led  with grat itude and cher ished memories .  My parents’  worr ies  were 

replaced with pr ide  as  they saw how their  son had grown and thr ived in  a  new environment .  My stor y  is  a  testament  to  the 
power  of  embracing new exper iences ,  overcoming chal lenges ,  and f inding common ground in  unfami l iar  terr itor y.

Shashank Raj
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-16
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I n t h e  l a n d  o f  L e h ,  L a d a k h ,  w h e r e  t h e  m o u n t a i n s  t o u c h  t h e 
s k y  a n d  t h e  a i r  f e e l s  c r i s p  a n d  c l e a n ,  m y  j o u r n e y  o f  s e l f -
d i s c o v e r y  b e g a n .  H a i l i n g  f r o m  K a s h m i r ,  a  p l a c e  f r a u g h t 

w i t h  t u r m o i l  a n d  u n r e s t ,  I  h a d  g r o w n  a c c u s t o m e d  t o  a  l i f e  f i l l e d 
w i t h  c h a l l e n g e s .  B u t  d e e p  i n s i d e ,  I  y e a r n e d  f o r  s o m e t h i n g  m o r e — a 
s e n s e  o f  i n n e r  p e a c e  t h a t  h a d  e l u d e d  m e  f o r  s o  l o n g .
W h e n  I  h e a r d  a b o u t  t h e  V i p a s s a n a  M e d i t a t i o n  C o u r s e ,  I  k n e w 
i t  w a s  m y  c h a n c e  f o r  a  f r e s h  s t a r t .  A f t e r  a l l ,  w h a t  b e t t e r  p l a c e 
t o  e m b a r k  o n  t h i s  j o u r n e y  t h a n  t h e  s e r e n e  l a n d s c a p e s  o f  L e h ? 
W i t h  h o p e  i n  m y  h e a r t ,  I  p a c k e d  m y  b a g s  a n d  s e t  o f f  f o r  t h i s  n e w 
a d v e n t u r e .

T h e  f i r s t  t e n  d a y s  o f  s i l e n c e  a n d 
i n t r o s p e c t i o n  w e r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y 
c h a l l e n g i n g .  M y  m i n d ,  a c c u s t o m e d 
t o  c o n s t a n t  c h a t t e r  a n d  d i s t r a c t i o n , 
r e b e l l e d  a g a i n s t  t h e  s t i l l n e s s .  B u t 
a s  t h e  d a y s  p a s s e d ,  s o m e t h i n g 
r e m a r k a b l e  h a p p e n e d .  W i t h  e a c h 
s e s s i o n  o f  m e d i t a t i o n ,  I  d e l v e d  d e e p e r 
i n t o  t h e  r e c e s s e s  o f  m y  c o n s c i o u s n e s s , 
c o n f r o n t i n g  e m o t i o n s  l o n g  b u r i e d 
b e n e a t h  t h e  s u r f a c e .
M e m o r i e s  o f  m y  c h i l d h o o d  i n  K a s h m i r 
f l o o d e d  b a c k ,  i n t e r t w i n e d  w i t h  t h e 
p a i n  o f  l o s s  a n d  t h e  l o n g i n g  f o r  p e a c e . 
V i p a s s a n a  b e c a m e  a  j o u r n e y  n o t  j u s t  o f  s e l f - d i s c o v e r y ,  b u t  o f 
h e a l i n g .  T h e  s i l e n t  t e a r s  s h e d  d u r i n g  m e d i t a t i o n  w e r e  c a t h a r t i c , 
w a s h i n g  a w a y  y e a r s  o f  p e n t - u p  a n g u i s h  a n d  r e s e n t m e n t .  T h e 
c o u r s e  w a s  n o t  w h a t  I  e x p e c t e d .  F o r  t e n  d a y s ,  I  f o u n d  m y s e l f  i n 
s i l e n c e ,  s u r r o u n d e d  b y  s t r a n g e r s ,  e a c h  o n  t h e i r  o w n  q u e s t  f o r  i n n e r 
p e a c e .  T h e  r u l e s  w e r e  s t r i c t — n o  t a l k i n g ,  n o  l e a v i n g  t h e  m e d i t a t i o n 
a r e a — b u t  I  e m b r a c e d  t h e m ,  k n o w i n g  t h a t  t h i s  w a s  m y  o p p o r t u n i t y 
f o r  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n .
I n  t h e  b e g i n n i n g ,  I  s t r u g g l e d .  M e m o r i e s  o f  p a s t  h a r d s h i p s  a n d 
w o r r i e s  f i l l e d  m y  m i n d ,  a n d  I  f o u n d  i t  h a r d  t o  q u i e t  t h e  n o i s e  w i t h i n . 
B u t  a s  t h e  d a y s  p a s s e d ,  I  n o t i c e d  a  c h a n g e .  W i t h  e a c h  m e d i t a t i o n 
s e s s i o n ,  I  f e l t  a  s e n s e  o f  c a l m  w a s h  o v e r  m e .  T h e  m o u n t a i n s  t h a t 

s u r r o u n d e d  u s  s e e m e d  t o  w h i s p e r  w o r d s  o f  e n c o u r a g e m e n t ,  u r g i n g 
m e  t o  k e e p  g o i n g .
                                                                      
O n  t h e  n i n t h  d a y ,  a s  I  g a z e d  u p  a t  t h e  s t a r s  i n  t h e  n i g h t  s k y , 
s o m e t h i n g  s h i f t e d  i n s i d e  m e .  I t  w a s  a s  i f  a  w e i g h t  h a d  b e e n  l i f t e d 
f r o m  m y  s h o u l d e r s ,  a n d  I  c o u l d  f i n a l l y  b r e a t h e  a g a i n .  I n  t h a t 
m o m e n t ,  I  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  I  w a s  s t r o n g e r  t h a n  I  t h o u g h t — t h a t  n o 
m a t t e r  w h a t  c h a l l e n g e s  l a y  a h e a d ,  I  h a d  t h e  r e s i l i e n c e  t o  o v e r c o m e 
t h e m .
A s  I  a l r e a d y  m e n t i o n e d ,  I  w a s  m i s e r a b l e  e v e r y  d a y .  I  w a s  e i t h e r 
b o t h e r e d  b y  t h e  w a y  t h e  c o u r s e  w a s  r u n ,  b y  m y s e l f  f o r  h a v i n g  s u c h 
a  p a i n f u l  b o d y ,  o r  b y  s o m e o n e  e l s e  -  e i t h e r  o n e  o f  t h e  s t u d e n t s 

w h o  w a s  m o v i n g  o r  c o u g h i n g 
a  l o t  d u r i n g  t h e  m e d i t a t i o n 
o r  s o m e t h i n g  t h e  t e a c h e r  o r 
t e a c h e r ’ s  a s s i s t a n t  s a i d  t o  m e . 
T h e  p o i n t  i s ,  I  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  t h e 
e n t i r e  e n v i r o n m e n t  w a s  m a d e -
u p  a n d  v e r y  t e m p o r a r y .  I ’ m 
u s u a l l y  v e r y  g o o d  a t  d e t a c h i n g 
m y s e l f  f r o m  s u c h  s i t u a t i o n s . 
B u t  t h i s  w a s  d i f f e r e n t .  T h e r e 
w e r e  n o  d i s t r a c t i o n s  t o  t u r n  t o 
-  b o o k s ,  N e t f l i x ,  m u s i c ,  e v e n 
s p e a k i n g  t o  o t h e r s  a b o u t  i t . 
A n d  t h i s  w a s  s u p e r  l o n g - t e r m 

-  1 0  d a y s !  S o ,  I  c o u l d n ’ t  d e t a c h  m y s e l f  u n t i l  t h a t  m o m e n t . 
 T h i s  1 0 - d a y  V i p a s s a n a  M e d i t a t i o n  c o u r s e  i s  a  v e r y  b r u t e - f o r c e 
a p p r o a c h  t o  m a k e  y o u  m e d i t a t e .  T h e r e  i s  n o  m e r c y  t h e r e  t h a t  y o u 
w o u l d  g i v e  y o u r s e l f  ( t h a t  I  g a v e  m y s e l f )  w h e n  y o u  t r y  t o  m e d i t a t e 
o n  y o u r  o w n .  T h e  t r u t h  i s  m e d i t a t i o n  i s  H A R D !  A n d  i t  d o e s n ’ t  g e t 
a n y  e a s i e r .  T h i s  m e d i t a t i o n ,  t h e  o n e  p a s s e d  d o w n  f r o m  B u d d h a ,  i s 
e x t r a  h a r d  a n d  u n p l e a s a n t .  H e r e ,  t h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  p l e a s a n t  a b o u t 
i t .  I t ’ s  a b o u t  s u r v i v i n g  i t .  Y o u  c a n ’ t  c h e c k - o u t  d u r i n g  i t  -  y o u 
m u s t  r e m a i n  v e r y  a w a r e  a n d  c o n s c i o u s  -  y o u r  b r a i n  i s  o n  t h e  w h o l e 
t i m e !
A s  t h e  c o u r s e  c a m e  t o  a n  e n d ,  I  r e t u r n e d  h o m e  w i t h  a  n e w f o u n d 
s e n s e  o f  p u r p o s e .  T h o u g h  t h e  r o a d  a h e a d  w o u l d  n o t  b e  e a s y ,  I 
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k n e w  t h a t  I  h a d  t h e  t o o l s  t o  f a c e  w h a t e v e r  c a m e  m y  w a y .  W i t h 
e a c h  p a s s i n g  d a y ,  I  f e l t  m o r e  c o n f i d e n t ,  m o r e  a t  p e a c e  w i t h 
m y s e l f .  A n d  s o ,  m y  j o u r n e y  c o n t i n u e s .  A r m e d  w i t h  t h e  g i f t  o f 

i n n e r  p e a c e ,  I  f a c e  t h e  f u t u r e  w i t h  c o u r a g e  a n d  d e t e r m i n a t i o n , 
k n o w i n g  t h a t  n o  m a t t e r  w h a t  o b s t a c l e s  m a y  a r i s e ,  I  a m  r e a d y 
t o  m e e t  t h e m  h e a d - o n .

“A g l impse into  the  serene dormitor y  at  Dhamma L adakh.”

Saima Wani
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-15
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Hello, I am Santosh Kumar,batch 
16 Gandhi Fellow and I share my 
community immersion story. The 

scope of CI ranges from exploring villages, 
places, challenges, emotions. When I 
was looking for a house for community 
immersion, an idea came to my mind that 
how will you let me stay in your house for 
20 days and I will be free and I will get 
traffic from my place. Rajouri district was 
one of the most alert districts of Jammu and 
Kashmir but I motivated myself and told 
myself that whatever happens will be seen.
Then I set out in search of CI village. While 
searching for CI village I found a village 
where there was an encounter between 
army and terrorist 2 days ago, then I started 
wondering where should I do community 
immersion and how should I do it?. Then 
we told our program leader about this 
incident and he told us that he had seen 
it earlier on TV and had heard that there 
was an encounter between the army and 
terrorists in Rajouri district. But now I was 
between them.Then our program leader 
told that this village suggested that there is 
a village named Muradpur, 7 km away from 
Rajouri, then I went to that village for home 
and there I met MD. Bashir  ji. they were 
collecting paddy  husks, after collecting 
the paddy husk, I told them about the 
community immersion and they immediately 
informed me as they needed my labour. He 
said that he would get free labor.Then on 
the same day, when I reached his house with 
my luggage, he collected paddy husk from 
me. Then after that she gave me rice ,beans 
and lentils along with ghee to eat. Then I 
completed this journey in 18 days from MD. 

Bashir’s 
house.

The next 
day when 
people 
nearby 
looked 
at me to find out who I was, I introduced 
myself to them and told them about my CI 
and they asked me to move to my house I 
said thank you and told them no. For the 
first 5 days, we found out the location of 
Anganwadi, schools, health centers during 
which I found out that 2 out of  5Anganwadi 
were not open, then we started studying and 
found out that the basic infrastructure of 
Anganwadis was not good. I talked to the 
village sarpanch about it and he assured that 
he will work to fix it.and also I helped in the 
old age pension survey with an Anganwadi 
workers.

And also I visited the primary school 
of the village where I talked to the head 
master and told him about myself, Piramal 
foundation and Community Immersion and 
then took his permission and built a healthy 
relationship with the children through the 
medium of drawing.I did the same work in 
all the primary schools of the village. While 
doing this work, I was feeling good and had 
developed a good bonding with the children.

After that I visited the high school where 
for the first time the principal told me that 
media is not allowed in the school then I 
solved his misunderstanding and then he 
asked me a permission letter to visit the 

school and came with my students. There 
was no need to talk about it. But again the 
next day I got to school this time they allow 
me and  asked me can you Counseling what 
subject should 10th standard students take 
after 10th.After our counseling, you develop 
better understanding of subject selection 
after 10th.

After that I came to the health center 
and where I came to know that yoga was 
conducted once a week and  villagers did not 
come for yoga,after that I went door to door 
and told about the benefits of yoga and did 
yoga with the help of yoga instructor.After 
this the villagers started coming every week 
to do yoga in health center.

 My Community Immersion Journey

Santosh Kumar
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-16
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Draklaran's Embrace
In Drak laran 's  embrace,  I  found my place,
Amidst  mountains  ta l l ,  and va l leys  of  grace.
Ner vous  at  f i rst ,  unsure  where  to  begin,
But  k indness  enveloped,  l ike  k in to  k in.

L iv ing among strangers ,  each day a  test ,
Yet  within,  res i l ience  found its  nest .
Tasks  aplenty,  cha l lenges  ga lore,
But  perseverance  led me to  soar.

In  a  meet ing convened,  voices  did  r ise ,
To address  why g ir ls  le f t  educat ion 's  t ies .
Superst it ions  and fears ,  we sought  to  mend,
Creat ing a  safe  haven,  where  hear ts  could unbend.

Awareness  awakened,  through words  and through touch,
Protect ing the  innocent ,  oh so  much.
Good touch,  bad touch,  dist inct ions  clear,
Empowering young souls ,  without  fear.

S carcity  of  power,  and leopards  near,
Yet  st rength within,  banished ever y  fear.
Adapt ing ,  enduring,  t ranscending the  f ray,
In Drak laran 's  spir it ,  I  found my way.

Leaving was  hard,  the  bonds st rong and true,
But  memories  l inger,  l ike  morning dew.
For  in  Drak laran 's  embrace,  I   I  learned anew,
The power  of  k indness ,  in  a l l  that  we do.

Ishrat  Mansoor
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-16
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थाम लिया है हाथ तो साथ चलते रहेंगे

ज़िंदगी के हर एक मोड़ पे सीखत ेचलेंगे

बदलाव की आंधिया ंभी लाएंग ेएक दिन ज़रूर

साथ जो मिला हमनवा का दुस्वारिया पछताएंगी बहुत

है हौसला की अब न रुके ना झुक ेये कदम

हर मंजिल को पाना ही, यही ंहो भरम 

साथ मिल कर जो चले हमारा काफ़िला

समंदर को भी सुखाने का हम रखत ेहैं हौसला

रोशनी की ज्योत जलेगी, पग पग उजियारा लाएगी

उन्नति,तरक्की की बगिया फिर खिलखिलाएगी

Mohammed Kaif
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-15
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F o r  s o m e o n e  i t ’ s  a  b e a u t i f u l  c r e a t i o n
F o r  s o m e o n e  i t ’ s  c o l o u r  c o l l e c t i o n

F o r  s o m e  i t ’ s  a  r e s e r v o i r  o f  p h o t o c h e m i c a l s ,
F o r  s o m e o n e  i t  m a y  b e  p e r f e c t  f o r  m o d i f i c a t i o n s ,

F o r  s o m e o n e  t h e  g a r d e n  i s  j u s t  o c c u p y i n g  s p a c e ,
F o r  s o m e o n e  t h e  s a m e  i s  j u s t  a  w a s t e . .

F o r  s o m e o n e  i t ’ s  j u s t  a  w e e d  g r o w i n g  a n y w h e r e ,
F o r  s o m e o n e  i t ’ s  a  s e e d  t o  s p r i n k l e  s m i l e s  e v e r y w h e r e ,

S o  t h e  f l o w e r  h a v e  d i f f e r e n t  s h a d e s  o f  p r o s p e c t i v e …
B u t  d o e s  i t  d e p e n d  u p o n  f l o w e r  w h a t e v e r  i s  t h e 

p r o s p e c t i v e . . .

I t  d e p e n d s  o n l y  o n  t h e  e f f o r t s  d e s i r e  a n d  t h e 
s t i m u l u s ,

I t  j u s t  b l o s s o m s  a t  p e r f e c t  t i m i n g  a n d  i m p e t u s . . .

P r o c r a s t i n a t i o n  m a y  d e p e n d  u p o n  p r o s p e c t i v e
B u t ,  g r o w t h  d e p e n d s  u p o n  p e r s e v e r a n c e …

‘’’ A tale of …   ‘

Shashank Raj
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-16
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I embarked on a  journey to  introduce S ocia l  Emotional  Ethica l  Learning (SEEL) 
to  the  teachers  and staf f  of  Govt .  Middle  school  Mongotrain.However,  my init ia l 
attempts  were  met  with  res istance.  The nominated teacher  and the  school’s  in-

charge  seemed hesitant ,  their  enthusiasm muted by doubt .  But  I  refused to  be 
discouraged.  I  saw SEL Day on the  hor izon—a golden opportunity  to  k indle  a  spark of 
interest .
With determinat ion coursing through my veins ,  I  concocted a  plan to  capt ivate  hear ts 
and minds .  I  proposed the  creat ion of  (Wal l  of  Happiness)  khushiyun ki  Dewar, 
envis ioning a  space  where  emot ions  could bloom and understanding could f lour ish. 
The pr incipa l ,  though hesitant ,  u lt imately  agreed to  the  idea ,  and we set  our  plan in 
mot ion.
The fol lowing day,  armed with paintbrushes  and pass ion,  we t ransformed a  dul l  wal l 
into  a  v ibrant  canvas  of  emot ion.  An Emotional  Tree  took root ,  i t s  branches  st retching 
towards  the  heavens ,  symbol iz ing the  growth and interconnectedness  of  SEL.
To my surpr ise  and del ight ,  the  teachers  ra l l ied  behind the  projec t ,  their  skept ic ism 
melt ing away l ike  morning mist .  Together,  we breathed l i fe  into  the  Wal l  ,  infusing it 
with  the  essence  of  empathy and compassion.
As the  f ina l  brushstroke was  painted,  we turned our  attent ion to  the  students .  With 
eager  hear ts  and open minds ,  they  embraced the  concept  of  SEEL,  eager  to  learn and 
grow.
Gathered around the  (Wal l  of  Hapiness) ,  we shared our  v is ion with the  students , 
invit ing them to  par t ic ipate  in  this  journey of  se l f -discover y  and understanding. 
Teachers  bravely  shared their  own emotions ,  sett ing an example  for  the  students  to 
fol low.
From the  class  4th student  to  the  8th-grade,  each student  added their  own touch to  the 
masterpiece  of  SEL.  L aughter  and tears  mingled as  we bared our  souls .
In  the  end,  the  SEL  stood as  a  beacon of  hope and unity,  a  testament  to  the 
t ransformat ive  power  of  compassion and understanding.  In  the  hear ts  of  the 
Mongotrain S chool  community,  a  new chapter  had begun—a chapter  def ined by 
empathy,  connect ion,  and the  shared pursuit  of  knowledge and understanding.

FROM 

RESISTANCE

TO RESONANCE
The Truimph of  SEEL at  GMS Mongotrain

Shahid Gulzar
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-16
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A midst the  hust le  and bust le  of  ever yday l i fe ,  I  fe lt  l ike  a  lost  soul  wander ing through a  maze of 
expectat ions  and uncer taint ies .  S eeking a  way out  of  this  labyr inth,  I  embarked on a  journey that 
would change me in  ways  I  never  imagined—my adventure  with Vipassana meditat ion.

Enter ing the  serene retreat ,  I  was  greeted by an atmosphere  of  st i l lness  and ant ic ipat ion.  The ru les  of  noble 
s i lence  and the  r igorous  meditat ion schedule  seemed daunt ing at  f i rst ,  but  deep down,  I  fe lt  a  g l immer of 
hope that  this  might  be  the  answer  I  was  seeking.

The init ia l  days  were  a  batt le  against  my rest less  mind.  Thoughts  and distract ions  seemed to  pul l  me in  ever y 
direc t ion,  making it  cha l lenging to  stay  focused dur ing meditat ion sess ions .  Yet ,  I  pers isted,  determined to 
confront  the  chaos  within.
As the  days  passed,  something shi f ted within me.  Wal ls  of  res istance  began to  crumble,  revea l ing layers  of 
emot ions  I  had long bur ied.  In  the  s i lence  of  meditat ion,  I  faced my fears ,  regrets ,  and pains ,  a l lowing them 
to  sur face  and dissolve.
With acceptance  came a  newfound sense  of  peace.  I  learned to  obser ve  my sensat ions  without  judgment , 
embracing the  concept  of  equanimity.  Each moment  became a  lesson in  acceptance  and lett ing go,  as  I 
surrendered to  the  f low of  l i fe .
As  the  retreat  drew to  a  c lose,  I  emerged f rom the  s i lence  feel ing reborn.  The world  outs ide  seemed br ighter, 
more  v ibrant ,  as  i f  I  were  seeing it  with  f resh eyes .  Armed with the  tools  of  mindfulness  and sel f -awareness ,  I 
was  ready to  face  whatever  lay  ahead.
Returning to  the  outs ide  world,  I  carr ied with me the  lessons  I  had learned dur ing those  ten days  of  s i lence. 
Vipassana had become more than just  a  meditat ion technique—it  was  a  way of  l i fe ,  a  guiding l ight  in  t imes  of 
darkness .  Through it ,  I  d iscovered the  power  of  se l f -change,  the  courage  to  confront  my inner  demons,  and 
the  beauty  of  embracing the  present  moment .
In the  end,  my journey with Vipassana was  not  just  about  f inding peace  within mysel f ,  but  a lso  about  forg ing 
a  deeper  connect ion with the  world  around me.  As  I  walked the  path of  l i fe ,  I  knew that  I  would a lways  carr y 
the  lessons  of  s i lence  and mindfulness  in  my hear t

“The Silent “The Silent 
Journey of Journey of 
Discover ing Discover ing 
Myself Myself 
Through Through 
Vipassana”Vipassana”

Danish Raees
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-15
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R ef lect ing on my t ime in 
the  peacefu l  v i l lage  of 
Drak laran,  nest led among 

the  beaut i fu l  landscapes  of  Jammu 
and Kashmir,  I ’m f i l led  with a 
mix of  emot ions  that  are  hard to 
put  into  words .  What  star ted as 
a  step into  the  unknown turned 
into  a  wonderfu l  exper ience 
of  connect ing with people  and 
growing as  a  person.

When I  f i rst  arr ived,  I  fe lt  a  bit 
ner vous  about  whether  I ’d  f it 
in .  Would I  f ind a  place  where 
I  belonged in  the  rhythm of  l i fe 
in  Drak laran?  Those  thoughts 
crossed my mind as  I  walked 
through the  v i l lage  st reets ,  unsure 
of  what  awaited me.  But  things 
turned out  di f ferent ly  than I 
expected.  I  was  warmly welcomed 
by a  fami ly  who treated me l ike 
one of  their  own.  Their  k indness 
gave  me comfort  and made me feel 
l ike  I  belonged,  even though we 
came f rom dif ferent  backgrounds.
L iv ing among strangers  was  a 
cha l lenge.  Ever y  day brought 
new tasks  and di f f icu lt ies ,  f rom 
gett ing used to  di f ferent  rout ines 
to  dea l ing with the  rea l ity  of 
l i fe  without  constant  e lec tr ic ity 
or  good phone s ignal .  From 
ass ist ing with household chores 
to  engaging in  labor ious  tasks , 
ever y  moment  tested my pat ience 
and perseverance.  Yet ,  amidst  the 
toi l  and tr ibulat ions ,  I  d iscovered 
reser voirs  of  res i l ience  within 

mysel f ,  empathy for  labours 
and learning to  navigate 
through advers it ies  with  grace 
and for t itude.  Through it  a l l , 
I  d iscovered a  st rength within 
mysel f  that  helped me keep 
going.
One important  moment  dur ing 
my t ime in  Drak laran was 
when I  organized a  meet ing 
to  ta lk  about  why so  many 
g ir ls  were  leaving school .  We 
ta lked about  the  reasons  behind 
it ,  l ike  superst it ions  and fears , 
and tr ied to  f ind ways  to  help. 
Through earnest  dia logue and 
psycho-educat ion,  I  endeavored to 
dispel  misconcept ions  and foster 
a  safe  space  for  these  young g ir ls 
to  voice  their  st ruggles .  Hear ing 
their  stor ies  and seeing their 
braver y  inspired me deeply.
Fur ther,  my obser vat ions 
unear thed the  need for  heightened 
awareness  regarding non-verbal 
communicat ion,  par t icular ly 
within the  school  environment . 
Taking init iat ive,  I  conducted 
sess ions  on dist inguishing 
between appropr iate  and 
inappropr iate  physica l  contact 
(Good Touch Bad Touch) ,  with 
the  aim of  safeguarding students 
f rom potent ia l  forms of  abuse. 
Witness ing the  newfound 
vig i lance  and conf idence among 
the  students  inst i l led  a  profound 
sense  of  fu l f i l lment ,  knowing that 
I  had played a  role  in  nur tur ing 
their  safety  and wel l -being .

Undoubtedly,  my 
immersion journey was  not 
without  it s  share  of  cha l lenges 
–  f rom enduring the  scarcity 
of  e lec tr ic ity  and l imited 
network coverage  to  the 
monotony of  repet it ive  meals 
and the  looming presence 
of  leopards .  Yet ,  amidst  the 
advers it ies ,  d iscovered an 
innate  abi l ity  to  adapt  and 
persevere,  t ranscending 
the  constraints  of  f inancia l 
resources  and physica l 
comfor ts .
Leaving Drak laran was  hard.  I ’ l l 
a lways  cher ish the  memories  and 
connect ions  I  made there.  This 
exper ience  taught  me a  lot  about 
mysel f  and showed me the  power 
of  being k ind and understanding. 
It  reminded me that  no matter 
where  we come f rom,  we can make 
a  di f ference  by  car ing for 
others .

Embracing 
Drak laran’s 
Spir it
A  J o u r n e y  o f  C o n n e c t i o n 

a n d  C h a n g e

Ishrat  Mansoor
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-16
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I am Gul Afsana Parween, born and raised in the vibrant 
state of Bihar, India. From a young age, I harbored 
a deep-seated passion for serving communities and 

making a positive impact in people’s lives. This passion led 
me to pursue opportunities that aligned with my values and 
aspirations.

Upon completing my education, I was fortunate to work 
as a Gandhi fellow in an esteemed organization, Piramal 
Foundation . Initially stationed in state of Rajasthan, I 
embarked on my fellowship journey with enthusiasm and 
a sense of purpose. However, fate had other plans, as the 
organization later decided to relocate me to the picturesque 
landscapes of Jammu and Kashmir.

The transition to my new location was not without its 
challenges. I encountered scepticism and resistance from 
some members of the communities I was tasked to work 
with. Undeterred, I embraced the opportunity to learn 
and grow, recognizing that true change often arises from 
overcoming obstacles and adversity.

With unwavering determination and the guidance of 
supportive mentors, I embarked on a journey of self-
discovery and community engagement. I immersed myself 
in the daily lives of the villagers, actively listening to their 
stories, participating in their rituals, and gaining a profound 
appreciation for their culture and traditions.

Collaborating closely with local leaders and stakeholders, I 
endeavoured to identify key issues and co-create solutions 

that addressed the pressing needs of the community.

My time in Jammu and Kashmir is transformative, both personally 
and professionally. I learned invaluable lessons in resilience, 

empathy, and cultural sensitivity. In my fellowship, I emerged as a 
compassionate and empathetic leader, equipped with the skills and 
mindset to continue making a positive difference in the world.

As I reflect on my journey, I am filled with gratitude for the 
opportunities I have been afforded and the individuals who have 
supported me along the way. Moving forward, I remain committed 
to serving communities with humility, integrity, and a steadfast belief 
in the power of collective action to drive positive change.

My Journey towards Self 
Change

Gul Afsana
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-16

Ishrat  Mansoor
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-16
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In Sr inagar’s  va l leys ,  where  mountains  reach high,
A g ir l  f rom Bihar  walks ,  aiming for  the  sky.
Among struggles  and str i fe ,  she  f inds  her  way,
Facing each chal lenge,  making Sr inagar  her  stay.

Through thick fog and haze,  she  marches  on,
With courage  and hear t ,  never  withdrawn.
Understanding cultures ,  f i t t ing r ight  in ,
Helping others  star t ,  with  a  hopeful  gr in .

Though resources  are  few,  her  spir it  i s  s t rong,
Working with others ,  she  s ings  her  song.
Guided by k indness ,  she  l ights  the  way,
Br inging hope to  Sr inagar,  night  and day.

Br idging div ides ,  with  love  ins ide,
She st itches  unity,  far  and wide.
In Sr inagar’s  s tor y,  she  plays  her  par t ,
A hero of  change,  with  love  in  her  hear t .

Oh,  brave  g ir l  f rom Bihar,  in  Sr inagar’s  land,
With each chal lenge you face,  you take  a  stand.
Br inging hope and peace,  you stand ta l l ,
Spreading love  and joy,  inspir ing a l l .

“ R e s i l i e n c e  i n  t h e  V a l l e y ”
 A  G a n d h i  F e l l o w ’ s  T a l e

Gul Afsana
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-16
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A n  o d e  t o  a l l
I ’d  c a p t u r e  t h e  w i n d 
A n d  b r i n g  y o u  i t s  s o n g , 
B u t  t h e  b r e e z e  s l i p s  t h r o u g h  m y 
f i n g e r s , 
I t ’ s  w h e r e  i t  b e l o n g s . 
I ’d  p a i n t  t h e  s k y 
 W i t h  s h a d e s  o f  y o u r  s m i l e ,  
B u t  t h e  c o l o r s  w o u l d  f a d e  
A f t e r  a  w h i l e .  
I ’d  w e a v e  a  t a l e  O f  d r e a m s  a n d 
d e l i g h t ,  
B u t  s t o r i e s  a r e  w h i s p e r s  
L o s t  i n  t h e  n i g h t .  
S o  I  g i v e  y o u  m y  s o u l ,  
I n  w h i s p e r s ,  i n  d e e d s ,  
I n  t h e  q u i e t  m o m e n t s  
W h e r e  l o v e  t r u l y  l e a d s .  
F o r  t h e  h e a r t  k n o w s  n o  b o u n d s ,  
N o  l o c k ,  n o  k e y ,  I t ’ s  y o u r s ,  e v e r  a f t e r ,  
F o r   a l l   e t e r n i t y .

Rinshad K N
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-16
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What is  Vipassana?
Vipassana,  meaning “to see  things as  they real ly  are,”  is  one of  India ’s  oldest  meditat ion 
techniques.  Rediscovered by Gotama the Buddha over 2500 years  ago,  i t  i s  a  method of  sel f -
transformation through sel f -obser vat ion.  The Vipassana courses  are  secular  in  nature.  This 
meditat ion pract ice  a ims to eradicate  mental  impurit ies,  leading to the ult imate happiness  of  ful l 
l iberat ion.

Why I Chose Vipassana?
Since Vipassana being par t  of  our fe l lowship process,  we were asked to par t ic ipate.  Honestly,  I 
d idn’t  want to  go,  but  couldn’t  deny the team,  so I  decided to give i t  a  try.  I  a lso thought i t  might 
be good to disconnect  from the world and embrace a  period of  noble  s i lence. 

On the day of  arr ival ,  par t ic ipants  were to  check in between 2 pm and 5 pm.  However,  I  reached 
the centre  at  1  pm.  After  complet ing some required paperwork,  I  was al lotted room M-21.  We 
were asked to deposit  our phones,  reading and writ ing materials,  and other gadgets  by 4 pm.  I 
cal led al l  my important  contacts  before handing over my phone.
At 4 pm,  a  fe l low meditator  from the room next to  mine knocked on my door.  We decided to 
submit  our phones and belongings together.  As we explored the Vipassana centre,  we discussed 
our reasons for  attending the retreat .  Outside the meditat ion hal l ,  I  not iced the dai ly  schedule  for 
the next  10 days on the wal l ,  and i t  became clear  to  me how chal lenging the days ahead would be.

T h e 
R e t r e a t : 

E x p l o r i n g 
V i p a s s a n a 

M e d i t a t i o n

Jafar Hussain
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-16

2 3 A l i m  C h u i  G a a s h - 2 4



Each day included ten and a  hal f  
hours  of  meditat ion and a  one and 
a  hal f  hour discourse,  with the day 
star t ing at  4 :O0 am.  At 5 pm,  we 
were given tea with some snacks, 
which was the last  meal  for  the day. 
At 6 pm,  al l  students  assembled in 
the of f ice  for  or ientat ion,  where they 
explained what  Vipassana is  and i ts 
rules.
The Precepts  and Rules  of  Vipassana
Part ic ipants  in  a  Vipassana course 
commit  to  f ive  precepts  for  the 
durat ion of  the course :
1.  To abstain f rom ki l l ing  any being .
2 .  To abstain f rom stea l ing .
3 .  To abstain f rom a l l  sexual  ac t iv ity.
4 .  To abstain f rom tel l ing l ies .
5 .  To abstain f rom a l l  intoxicants .
Addit ional ly,  attendees must  fol low 
several  rules :
•  Noble  Si lence :  No communicat ion 

with fe l low meditators,  including 
gestures  and eye contact ,  unt i l 
the f inal  day.

•  No Rites  or  Rituals :  Al l  other 
forms of  worship or  rel igious 
ceremonies  are  suspended.

•  No Mixing of  Techniques :  No 
other meditat ion or  spir i tual 
pract ices  are  al lowed.

•  Separat ion of  Genders :  Complete 
seg regat ion of  men and women.

•  No Physical  Contact :  No physical 
interact ion,  regardless  of  gender.

•  No Physical  Exercise :  Except  for 

designated walking areas,  other 
forms of  exercise  are  prohibited.

•  No Intoxicants :  This  includes 
drugs,  a lcohol ,  and cer tain 
medicat ions unless  necessary and 
noti f ied to  the course manager.

•  Modest  Clothing:  Simple  and 
modest  c lothing is  required.

•  No Outside Contacts :  Phones 
and other e lectronic  devices 
are  surrendered,  and no 
communicat ion with the outs ide 
world is  a l lowed.

•  Stay on the Compound: 
Par t ic ipants  must  remain within 
the course boundaries.

•  No Music,  Reading,  or  Writ ing: 
These act ivit ies  are  prohibited as 
they can be distract ions.

•  No Fi lming or  Photog raphy: 
Permiss ion is  required for  any 
recording or  photog raphy.

The evening began at  7  pm.  We were 
ass igned our meditat ion spots  in  the 
Dhamma hal l  (meditat ion hal l )  and 
received our f ir st  instruct ions from 
our teacher,  S  N Goenka,  through 
an audiotape.  The instruct ions were 
about  30 to 40 minutes  long,  covering 
the basics  of  the technique,  i ts 
history,  and some init ia l  meditat ion 
guidel ines.  I  quickly real ized how 
chal lenging this  experience would 
be.  After  just  10-15 minutes,  I  fe l t 
considerable  pain and discomfor t ,  a 

precursor to  the days ahead.

On the f ir st  day,  a  bel l  star ted 
r inging outs ide my door at  4  am. 
I  woke up and saw the sevak (the 
ser ver)  r inging the bel l  at  the 
window.  As soon as  he real ized I  was 
awake,  he le ft .  I  got  ready for  the 
4 :30 am sess ion.  I  made my way to 
the meditat ion hal l ,  trying to f ind a 
comfor table  posit ion on my cushion. 
The focus of  this  meditat ion sess ion 
was on awareness  of  breathing. 
During the f ir st  meditat ion sess ion,  I 
struggled to stay focused as  my mind 
wandered and my body experienced 
discomfor t  and pain .
Throughout the day,  this  patter n 
continued.  Each meditat ion sess ion 
tested my abi l i ty  to  s i t  st i l l  and 
focus.  My mind wandered here and 
there continuously,  and I  changed 
postures  every few minutes  to  ease 
the discomfor t .
In the next  days,  I  not iced g radual 
improvement in  my pract ice.  Despite 
ongoing chal lenges,  I  star ted 
encountering periods of  seamless 
focus and heightened concentrat ion. 
Our meditat ion sess ions pers isted 
with Aana Pana,  emphasiz ing breath 
awareness,  g radual ly  strengthening 
our mindfulness  and calmness.

After  three days of  focusing on 
breathing,  we were introduced 

to Vipassana.  We lear ned about 
equanimity (Samta)—the pract ice 
of  staying calm and non-react ive in 
discomfor t .  We were instructed to 
obser ve sensat ions from the top of  
our heads to  the t ips  of  our toes, 
scanning each par t  of  the body in 
sequence.  This  meditat ion continued 
dai ly.  Init ia l ly,  I  found i t  comfor table 
to  obser ve sensat ions,  but  as  days 
passed,  concentrat ion became 
chal lenging.  I  often found mysel f  
bored and unable  to  focus,  sometimes 
even nodding of f  during sess ions, 
though I  par t ic ipated di l igently.
On day 8th during a  break,  a  fe l low 
meditator,  whom I  had met on the 
f ir st  day,  began hint ing that  he 
wanted to talk .  Despite  my desire  to 
chat ,  I  res isted,  test ing my resolve. 
However,  during another break,  I 
saw him conversing with someone 
else,  and I  fe l t  a  mix of  curios ity 
and longing to jo in in .  After  the last 
sess ion of  the day,  as  I  headed back 
to my room, he was walking ahead 
of  me.  Suddenly,  he  looked back,  and 
we made eye contact ,  smiled at  each 
other.  He asked,  “How is  Vipassana 
going?”  I  repl ied ,  “puch mat” 
breaking my noble  s i lence.  We brie fly 
shared our experiences,  mindful  not 
to  disturb others,  before retur ning to 
our rooms.  From then on,  we secret ly 
conversed unti l  the noble  s i lence 
of f ic ia l ly  ended.

2 4A l i m  C h u i  G a a s h - 2 4



From Noble Silence to Noble 
Chattering

The f inal  day of  my retreat  was a 
standout moment .  After  the mor ning 
meditat ion and Mangal  Maitr i  (Metta 
meditat ion) ,  where we wished goodwil l 
and compassion to al l  beings,  the 
noble  s i lence was of f ic ia l ly  l i f ted 
at  10:00 Am. We were f inal ly  able 
to  speak to each other and share 
our experiences,  which made for 
fasc inat ing conversat ions.  Everyone 
was in high spir i ts,  feel ing posit ive 
and upl i f ted .  We f ir st  ta lked about our 
individual  experiences  and chal lenges 
before diving into discussions on 
real- l i fe  topics  l ike  entrepreneurship, 
pol i t ics,  cr icket ,  spir i tual i ty  etc. 
Shor tly after  the noble  s i lence 
ended,  we were al lowed to retr ieve 
our phones from the locker in  the 
of f ice.  I  hurriedly went to  the of f ice 
and col lected my phone.  Cal l ing my 
parents  was a  s igh of  rel ie f .  I  was 
flooded with messages ;  apar t  from 
my family,  I  hadn’t  told anyone about 
Vipassana,  yet  fr iends had been 
concer ned and even contacted my 
family.  It  was touching to real ize  how 
much my presence meant to  them.
The ent ire  day was f i l led with 
fasc inat ing conversat ions,  only brie fly 
interrupted by the last  two meditat ion 
sess ions.  Instead of  the usual  ten 

hours of  meditat ion,  day 10 was cut 
down to around f ive  hours,  including 
the two mor ning sess ions and the 
three g roup s i tt ings.

Back to the Real  World

We woke up at  4  am for  the last 
t ime.  Instead of  our usual  two-hour 
meditat ion,  we gathered to l isten 
to a  f inal  ta lk  and chanting by S .N. 
Goenka.  Afterwards,  we had breakfast , 
and many of  us  c leaned our rooms 
before retur ning back to the world .

After  leaving the Vipassana centre, 
I  star ted thinking on why these 
Vipassana courses  are  held in  such 
high regard.  My own experience, 
while  posit ive,  wasn’t  so amazing, 
transformative or  l i fe  changing.  I 
fe l t  a  sense of  accomplishment for 
complet ing the ten days,  recognizing 
my disc ipl ine,  strength,  and res i l ience. 
I  a lso fe lt  re l ieved that  i t  was over and 
eager to  get  back to my usual  rout ine. 
The emotions I  experienced were 
normal  but  posit ive,  l ike  pr ide,  re l ie f , 
and ant ic ipat ion for  what ’s  next .

My dif ferences with S.N Goenka’s 
Lectures 

While  I  appreciate  the teachings of  
Vipassana and the benef i ts  i t  of fers, 
I  have a  few di f ferences  with some of  

the bel ie fs  presented by S .N.  Goenka. 
1 .  Ki l l ing and Purity of  the Mind: 

I  do not  bel ieve that  ki l l ing 
inherently generates  impurity of  
the mind.  My fa ith ,  Is lam,  a l lows 
us  to  consume animals  as  food, 
and I  bel ieve that  humans can 
l ive  harmoniously with nature, 
including being stewards of  
animals  while  har vest ing them 
responsibly.

2 .  Reincar nat ion:  Vipassana upholds 
the bel ie f  in  re incar nat ion,  which 
is  not  par t  of  my bel ie f  system. 

3 .  Prayer and Bel ie f  in  God: 
Vipassana courses  do not  al low 
for  prayer,  and I  bel ieve they 
promote the idea that  there is 
no God.  This  confl icts  with my 
spir i tual  bel ie f  in  a  higher power. 
I  respect  their  perspect ive but 
hold onto my fa ith in  God.

For those interested in Vipassana,  I 
suggest  approaching i t  openly.  It ’s 
okay not  to  ag ree with everything,  and 
i t ’ s  important  to  focus on the pract ice 
as  a  tool  for  mental  puri f icat ion and 
improvement of  l i fe ,  rather  than 
complete  enl ightenment .  Each person 
can set  their  own object ive and decide 
what  to  take from the teachings. 

Lessons I  lear ned from the Vipassana 
course
•  Both craving and aversion are 

forms of  attachment ,  which is  the 
source of  a l l  miser ies

•  Stay committed to reaching your 
goal  by fol lowing the establ ished 
disc ipl ine and rules.

•  You have much more disc ipl ine than 
you may think.

Good luck. 
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D o you want  to  come to  Kashmir? 
Hear ing that  quest ion at  the  PSL 
on the  day of  induct ion was  one 

of  the  happiest  moments  in  my l i fe .  It  was 
an easy  ‘yes’  for  me with a  mi l l isecond 
of  t ime to  make the  decis ion.  From the  
minimum of  25°  c  ( in  Kera la)  that  too 
rarely,  to  the  cold  minus  4  to  -  10  or  below 
according to  the  cl imate  in  Kashmir,  wow 
what  an amazing thing to  exper ience.
Working in  the  f ie ld  of  educat ion and 
that  too in  the  paradise  on Ear th,  what 
e lse  can one ask .  But  l i t t le  I  knew about 
the  thing I  am to  exper ience  to  change my 
perspect ive  on the  hardships  of  l i fe  and 
that  too most ly  because  of  the  wonderfu l , 
l i fe  changing process  ca l led community 
immersion.  A tota l   s t ranger  l iv ing in  a 
tota l  s t rangers  house  in  a  tota l ly  st range 
area  -  a  smal l  def init ion of  CI . 
Gett ing the  host  fami ly  was  one of  the 
biggest  ordea l  in  the  CI  process-  heard 
f rom others  who have  gone through  the 
process .  But  I  think luck was  on my s ide 
because  on the  f i rst  day of  the  four  day 
house  hunt  I  got  my host  fami ly,  a  smal l 
house  with  three  generat ions  of  people 
l iv ing under  one roof .  Due to  the  generous 
mind of  the  fami ly  head who is  a lso  the 
sarpanch of  the  v i l lage  ca l led Faqir  Gur jee,  
welcomed me into  his  humble  abode, 
even though it  was  congested to  even let 
another  person in .  The hospita l ity  of  the 
people  was  awestruck for  me throughout 

the  whole  CI  process ,  consider ing me as 
one of  their  fami ly  even with providing 
food and shelter  even though I  was  not  that 
much of  help  for  them,  obviously  I  did  some 
labor  work but  even that  won’t  suf f ice  for 
the  hospita l ity  the  fami ly  showed to  me. 
The whole  20  days  fu l l  of  exper iences  that 
change the  perspect ive  of  the  ground level 
rea l ity  for  me.  Learning about  the  bottom-
up theor ies  in  socia l  work classes  did 
g ive  a  vague idea  about  the  necess ity  to 
understand the  root  level  but  being par t  of 
the  community  immersion made theoret ica l 
knowledge into  a  more  clear  exper ience 
based  knowledge.  being in  the  shoes  of  the 
people  you want  to  br ing change is  a  big 
eye  opener.  Interact ing with them,  being 
involved in  the  work they do,  being par t 
of  the  fest iva ls  and funct ions  happening in 
the  community,  which I  was  lucky enough 
to  par t ic ipate  in  a  wedding held  in   the 
community  and to  enjoy the  famous food 
del icac y  of  Kashmir  ca l led ‘Wazwan’,  a 
l i tera l  Wow moment . 
B efore  embarking into  this  20  days  journey I 
had planned to  br ing so  many change in  the 
community  -obviously  the  rookie  mistake- 
but  in  turn I  mysel f  changed in  lots  of  way 
to  adjust  with  the  cold  environment  that  too 
with fog and rain and a lso  fool ish  enough to 
not  pack  necessar y   dress  before  leaving 
for  CI ,  to  cope with the  environment  /  the 
cold  which taught  me a  lesson to  be  more 
prepared. 

I n  t h e 
s h o r e

 o f 
D a l  l a k e
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Going to  the  f ie ld  interact ing with the  people,  knowing about  their  problems and coming up with solut ions ,  t ru ly  a  l i fe 
changing exper ience.  one of  the  biggest  problem the  community  was  fac ing is  the  high dropout  rate  in  schools  af ter  8th 
class  because  of  people’s  not ion that  there  is  no job opportunity  af ter   educat ion because  people  f rom our  community  who 
completed graduat ion and post  graduat ion are  doing labor  jobs  same as  those  who quit  af ter  8th class ,  so  what  di f ference 
does  educat ion make?  The concern was  genuine,  but  educat ion is  not  more  than gett ing a  job,  i t  was  a  di f f icu lt  not ion for  the 
people  to  understand which I  t r y  to  convince  them through meet ing them dai ly  in  the  v i l lage  main gather ing areas ,   such as 
junct ion,  taxi  s tand and below the  chinar  t rees .  I  was  par t ia l ly  successfu l  in  convincing them of  the  importance  of  educat ion 
to  the  level  that  they thought  about  joining for  c lasses  in  their  f ree  t ime which for  me was  a  great  achievement  in  shor t  a 
t ime.

My next  focus  in  the  community  was  on v is it ing schools  and understanding the  problem there.  In  the  community  there  was 
only  one pr imar y and a  middle  school  which lacked proper  inf rastructure  as  wel l  as  a  high number  of  absentees  in  the  class . 
I  wasn’t  able  to  tack le  the  former problem but  I  was  able  to  put  e f for t  in  the  later  one,  that  the  high number  of  absentees  in 
the  school .  I  v is ited the  houses  of  the  chi ldren and ta lked about  the  importance  of  educat ion to  their  fami l ies .  Maybe because 
of  a  tota l  s t ranger  with  no mater ia l  benef its  for  himsel f  t r y ing to  convince  them for  importance  of  educat ion and that  to  a 
guy f rom the  tai l  end of  India  working in  the  top end of  India  made some sor t  of  impact  in  them which saw in  the  coming 
days  as  in  form of  their  chi ldren attending the  school ,  another  Wow moment . 

Even though there  were  so  many hardships  l ike  lack of  proper  fac i l i t ies  in  the  host  house  and the  cold  weather  which I  was 
new to  exper ience  in  my l i fe ,  I  was  able  to  understand what  the  people  are  going through and to  be  a  par t  of  the  community 
and to  understand their  problem and somehow able  to  come up with solut ions  which br ings  a  level  of  sat is fac t ion in  ourselves . 
The biggest  achievement  is  to  understand our  own l imitat ions  and strength through the  decondit ioning of  se l f .  The biggest 

W o w  m o m e n t . 

Rinshad K N
Gandhi  Fel low 
Batch-16
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N A T I O N  B U I L D E R S
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Te a m  J & K
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our 
  jour ne y... . .
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T H A N K  Y O U . . . . . .

L i t t l e  i n f o  a b o u t  t h e  c o v e r

T h e  c o v e r  p a g e  e m b o d i e s  t h e  s o u l  o f  J a m m u  & 
K a s h m i r ,  t h e  t h r e e  d i f f e r e n t  s h a d e s  o f  c o l o r 
m a r o o n ,  r e d ,  a n d  o r a n g e  i s  t h e  s h a d e s  o f  C h i n a r 
l e a f  d e p i c t i n g  t h e  f l o w  o f  t i m e . I n s i d e   t h e  m a p  o f 
J & K  i s  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  c r a f t  o f  K a s h m i r ’ s  p a p i e r -
m a c h e  a r t   w h i c h  c o n n e c t s  t h e  p e o p l e  w i t h  t h e i r 
l a n d .  T h e  n a m e  ‘ A l i m  C h u i  G a a s h ’  i s  a  f a m o u s 
k a s h m i r i  p r o v e r b  m e a n i n g  e d u c a t i o n  i s  l i g h t ,  a s 
w e  a r e  i n  j o u r n e y  o f  t r a n s f o r m i n g  o u r s e l v e s  i n t o 
t h e  n a t i o n  b u i l d e r s ,   a s  w e l l  a s  m a k i n g  t h e  i m p a c t 
t o  t h e  e d u c t i o n  s y s t e m  t o  b u i l d  a  b r i g h t  f u t u r e . 
T h e  m a g a z i n e  c o n t a i n s  t h e  h a r d w o r k  a n d  e f f o r t s  o f 
t h e  G a n d h i  F e l l o w s  o f  J a m m u  &  K a s h m i r . 

E d i t o r ,  D e s i g n ,  C o v e r  :  R i n s h a d  K  N ,  M a g a z i n e  N a m e :  S h a h i d  G u l z a r ,  C a l l i g r a p h y :  L i y a k a t h  A l i
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