
9/17/2014 Building a library a day - | Print View

http://indiatogether.org/articles/pradeep-lokhandes-rural-school-libraries-in-maharashtra-education/print 1/5

MAN ON A MISSION
Building a library a day
Entrepreneur and social activist Pradeep Lokhande’s project of setting up a library every day across rural
schools in Maharashtra is helping many poor students see the light of a new day. Ramesh Menon reports on this
unique initiative.

28 August 2014 -

Rural entrepreneur and Pune based activist Pradeep Lokhande is a man in a hurry. In the last 675 days he has set
up 1,255 school libraries -- almost two every day. He is convinced that education is the key to building a new
India and helping millions contribute to the nation’s development in whatever way they can.

With a systematic plan in place, Lokhande has set up libraries in rural schools of Maharashtra, one each day.
Till now, he has managed to set up over 1,500 such libraries. Many of these schools did not even have the basic
infrastructure to start with. By October 2014, he would have set up over 3,000 libraries in as many rural
secondary schools of Maharashtra that will benefit around 850,000 rural secondary school students.

Books bought by Pradeep Lokhande for his libraries. Pic courtesy: Pradeep Lokhande

“We will get into the Guinness Book of World Records,” says his daughter Kadambari with a smile, as she
actively helps him in this revolutionary effort. Encouraged and fulfilled, Pradeep Lokhande now wants to spread
the movement to other parts of India. His near-future plan includes Andhra Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh,
before panning out into nearly 85,000 villages of India in other states.

The genesis

As an entrepreneur working on research for companies wanting to market in rural areas, something like this had
never crossed his mind. But in 2009, feeling an urge to give back to society, he travelled around rural areas of
Maharashtra with his wife Seemantini to ascertain what they could do to drive change.

He found that children desperately wanted books other than their texts to read. Most of the rural schools had no
libraries as they ran on shoe-string budgets. And that was it; he knew what he wanted to do.

It was a moment of epiphany. Christening the project Gyan-Key, (key to knowledge), Lokhande set about
motivating people to donate just Rs. 5000 (around $73) that could buy 183 carefully- selected books with
messages and could go into a new library.  

Finding donors was not difficult, as they loved the idea. Just as Lokhande himself, they too knew that this would
transform the atmosphere in poor schools where students came from impoverished families, but had aspirations
of growing with India. The inspiring books, he said, would also instill in them values, perspective and critical
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Libraries have a well defined system of recording issuance and returns, driven by a library monitor. Pic: Brian O
Donoghue

“The girl monitor learns management skills, becomes a leader and an icon for others with poor communication
skills. She gets other students to similarly network with her. As this monitor evolves, it will change the
perception of the girl child in rural India and will show them what a girl can do,” says Lokhande.

A long journey

When the Gyan-Key project started, Lokhande identified the schools and went to them requesting that a library
be set up. There were discouraging moments, too. One school did not respond to the 39 letters that he wrote,
asking them if they wanted a free library. But he did not give up or allow scepticism to creep in as there were
many more examples of schools that were thrilled to get a library.

Pioneering library sparks volunteerism
Meet you at the library

Now that it has become a statewide movement, Lokhande has ensured that he sets up libraries only in schools
that demand it, as they could be expected to have a greater sense of ownership and responsibility. At least five
students have to argue in writing why they want the Gyan-Key library.

The principal also has to give a written assurance that if the library is not used for the students, the books would
be returned. Strange as it may sound, some schools took the books and kept it locked in cupboards. The school
administration in these places argued that the books would get spoiled if students were allowed to take them
home.
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Unfortunately, it was the students who lost out. This incident exposed the state of many rural schools and those
who ran them. When students wrote to Lokhande about it, he got the books back so that it could be given to
more serious schools.

R.B. Kalaskar, Chairman of the Shri Bhagwantraoji Kalaskar Vidyalaya in Purna village in Bhatkuli taluka of
Amravati district says, “After the Gyan-Key library started, both students and teachers have started reading.
They are so enthused that they have donated nearly 250 books. For a small school in the backward Vidharbha
region, such a change means a lot.”

Prakash Chabriya, executive chairman of Finolex Industries, Pune, was so impressed with the simple but
magnificent idea that he immediately wrote out a cheque of Rs. 75 lakh to set up as many rural school libraries
as possible. It was a great boost to the movement.

Says Chabriya to India Together: “I really loved the idea. Imagine how many thousands of children, who had no
access to books earlier, would suddenly have them. I thought that even if ten students were inspired by these
books and became scientists or other professional leaders in India, it would be wonderful. Even if one of them
becomes India’s Albert Einstein, my life’s mission would be accomplished. ”

One creative move leading to many others

In 2010-11, Lokhande got Stanford University to tie up with him to conduct a rural competition for students.
 The university had earlier conducted a short story competition for students in African countries. The Indian
participants for the competition were to write a prequel and sequel to the stories.

This led to a creative burst, as 3,900 students from the schools with these libraries took part, most of them from
small villages. There were five prizes to be won and all of them were girls. Lokhande got them to travel to Pune
to talk at a press conference talking about their experience as he felt that this would build their confidence. It
did.
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