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Introduction 

Started as a social collective with the shared vision of holistic school improvement,             

Samarthya is an organization that currently works with parents of students in government             

schools, empowering them to have a voice in how schools function and improve. Their              

primary field of work is the school management committee—a mandated structure for all             

government schools that works for its improvement and keeps the school           

accountable—wherein they train and educate members about their rights and          

responsibilities. Currently present in Delhi and Haryana, where they also work with other             

organizations in the community empowerment space, Samarthya has seen an increase in            

both parental awareness of their own role and in tangible school improvement projects. 

 

In 2017, Samarthya was accepted into the first cohort of EduMentum, an incubator by              

Mantra Social Services for young organizations working in the field of systemic            

transformation in education. Today, Team Samarthya comprises of three members:          

Sidharth Chopra, Sahil Babbar, and Piyali Das Thakur. This paper is an effort to capture the                

evolution of Samarthya as an organization, as well as their work in empowering parents and               

community members to drive school transformation. 

 
The Beginning 

In August 2015, before Samarthya was born, a group of eight Teach for India fellows came                

together to discuss how they could improve the state of the schools they worked with.               

Looking to move beyond the classroom for solutions to school improvement, the fellows             

discussed how they could leverage the community around schools to advocate for school             

improvement. The idea for a formal organization hadn’t yet begun, but those initial             

discussions would go on to form the core of Samarthya’s beliefs today.  

 

“When we discussed the problems in the school is when we started thinking about the               

systemic tools available to a citizen to solve these issues. And the first systemic tool that is                 

there for any sort of issue, be it infrastructure-related, be it corruption in the school, be it                 

lack of human resources, anything and everything, any issue in a government school … the               

first place you go to is the School Management Committee,” said Sahil Babbar, co-founder              

of Samarthya.  

 

 



 
 

The School Management Committee, often abbreviated to SMC, is a structure mandated for             

every government or govt-aided school by the 2009 Right to Education Act and is visualized               

as a basic unit of a decentralised model of governance actively involving members of the               

larger community. Typically, an SMC consists of members from both within and outside the              

school who work together to improve the school in various capacities. 

 

 
“The primary role of the SMC is to aid the school, participate in the governance of the                 

school, and also hold the school accountable. So participating in governance and its             

accountability are its two key functions. And the body is just like Lok Sabha, or any                

parliament for that matter, where you have elected representatives,” said Babbar.  

 

 

Just like a parliament, an SMC also has a tenure: parent members are typically re-elected               

every two years. While 75% of the committee is comprised of parents, the committee also               

includes the principal, a teacher representative, a local authority representative, and a social             

worker in the field of education.  

 

“The broader idea of the SMC was to get all the stakeholders in the education of the child at                   

a single place,” said Babbar. “And to get them to talk about what are the challenges and                 

what can they do better, and what role can each one of them play.” 

 

Community Participation in Education: Existing Research 

With their focus on school management committees, the team had in fact honed in on the                

two ideological cores of Samarthya today: a deep-seated belief in democracy and the power              

of community action. Community participation in education, of course, is not a recent             

development by any means: Williams (1994) stresses that until the middle of the last              

century, responsibility for educating children rested with the community. There are still            

places where communities organize themselves into educational communities, but their role           

as supporters or collaborators in public education systems across the world remains largely             

non-institutionalized. Countries facing significant educational challenges, such as from South          

Asia and parts of Africa, are turning to community as a way forward. (Nishimura 2017)  

 

 



 
 

In fact, research dictates that that the degree of community participation is particularly low              

in socially and economically marginal regions. (Shaeffer 1992). This is because such regions             

tend to have the following elements: (a) a lack of appreciation of the overall objectives of                

education; (b) a mismatch between what parents expect of education and what the school              

is seen as providing; (c) the belief that education is essentially the task of the State; (d) the                  

length of time required to realize the benefits of better schooling; and (e) ignorance of the                

structure, functions, and constraints of the school.  

 

But community participation in such contexts in countries from South Asia and parts of              

Africa has great potentials for removing mistrust and distance between people and schools             

by nurturing transparency of information and a culture of mutual respect and by jointly              

pursuing improvement of school by sharing vision, process, and results (Nishimura 2017).            

The study also concluded that community participation in school management will result in             

a long-term impact only if it involves a wide range of actors in the discussion and application                 

of its possible methods, including revisiting the definition of community and the way it              

should be. 

 

The TFI fellows had grasped this insight: community action could be extremely powerful             

when taking place across all stakeholders and in an inclusive and systemic manner.  

 

“That is when, the four of us, we ourselves joined different SMCs as the social worker                

working in the field of education,” said Babbar. “And that is when we started seeing a                

knowledge and a skill gap. We realised that SMC was just a concept on paper, that just                 

existed in school registers and nothing beyond that. There was no SMC meeting, the              

principal would just usually call up the parents and get them to sign, and that was it.” 

 

Spurred to act, the TFI fellows joined different SMCs as social workers in the field of                

education. They began to inform SMC parent members about their roles and responsibilities             

and about the powers that the government had given them. 

 

  

 



 
 

Becoming Samarthya 

Even with their initial forays into working with members of school management            

committees, the team began seeing changes materialize. “We saw a lot of ownership from              

the community, from the parents in the SMC. We saw things like parents who have to leave                 

for work at 8.30 am are coming to school at 7.30 am, and checking midday meals, or making                  

a note of punctuality of teachers. We saw cases where parents started calling children who               

were absent for more than two weeks regularly without information. They started reaching             

out to the municipal corporation of Delhi for security and safety of children. Whatever issue               

the school faced, we started seeing that a lot of parents started showing ownership. And               

that is when we decided to take the idea forward,” said Babbar. 

 

 

Image 2: A parent testimonial from Samarthya’s brochure 

 

Beginnings in Delhi 

The team reached out to a contact in the Delhi government and asked if they could work                 

with a few schools, kickstarting their first official venture in Delhi. They began working with               

government schools all across the city, particularly those that didn’t perform well. As             

Samarthya began to grow into a formal organization, formally registering in February 2017,             

the team (now comprised of three members) began to look into government partnerships             

and incubators as a way to propel their organization forward. They came across             

Edumentum, an incubator by Mantra4Change looking for organizations working in the field            

 



 
 

of whole school transformation. “We knew the SMC has the potential to transform the              

whole school. For that matter, it is the duty of the SMC to look after the overall                 

administration of the school. So before we applied for EduMentum, that is what we were               

looking at,” said Babbar. “How can SMCs transform the whole school?” From simply wanting              

to educate parents in SMCs to actively championing SMCs as a tool for school improvement,               

Samarthya was beginning to think bigger. 

 

Journey with EduMentum 

With EduMentum, Samarthya began to grow into an organization that was ready to scale.              

EduMentum offers seed funding and access to an array of workshops to its incubatee              

organizations, ranging from program design, monitoring and evaluation, research, to          

networking and branding. Collaboration and resource-sharing between the organizations         

are encouraged and supported. At the end of the program, organizations get the chance to               

pitch to a panel of funders as well. 

 

The structure of the basecamp was one aspect of the program that helped Samarthya              

solidify its own narrative. “One thing that has really helped is the pitching that we did at                 

EduMentum, throughout all bootcamps,” said Babbar. “And that too, pitching to different            

panels, I think that’s really helped us. And for that matter, I think that is something that                 

builds trust among the mentors as well. That is how mentors get invested in the idea, when                 

they’ve seen you pitch four times, and they’ve seen your growth themselves, they’ve             

witnessed it first-hand, I think it shifts something in them. So that is something that has                

really helped.” 

 

Realising the Importance of Data 

The Samarthya team is also proud to have developed not just a theory of change, but also a                  

full-fledged program based on that theory. “Before EduMentum … we used to just go out               

and try things, and without even collecting too much data, we just assessed based on our                

understanding. We used to tweak our intervention and try something new or make             

adjustments. We had rough theory of change but we had never gone in so much depth. The                 

pivot point as far as EduMentum is involved I think is program theory. Before that we never                 

got to articulating and writing down and documenting every little aspect of our program. I               

 



 
 

think we realised the importance of that only after coming to EduMentum and that has               

really helped us think at scale,” said Babbar. 

 

 

Image 3.1: Samarthya’s critical focus areas, developed with EduMentum’s program theory workshop 

 

 

 

Image 3.3: A quick look at Samarthya’s intervention, planned based on their theory of change 

 



 
 

Something else that they took away as an organization from Edumentum was that             

collaboration is crucial for a holistic network of NGOs undertaking this journey together and              

sharing learnings and resources with each other. 

 

“I think one of the important things that we figured out in our first boot camp only was                  

the importance of collaboration and sharing resources,” said Babbar. “I mean, we never             

thought of it in that way. There is no barrier to resource sharing and collaboration. Today,                

in our program, the way we plan to scale is through collaboration only. It was never in our                  

mind before joining EduMentum.” 

 

 

Growing Pains 

 

Image 4: A map of challenges Samarthya faced as a new organization 

 

 



 
 

Situation Analysis 

Even with an expansion both in mindset and operations, Samarthya has not been to              

immune to the challenges of running a new organization. Sidharth Chopra, co-founder of             

Samarthya, pointed to the team’s relative lack of real-world experience as a challenge. “We              

are learning everything every single day we work,” said Chopra, specifically mentioning the             

challenges the team faces trying to navigate niche fields such as research or branding.  

 

For one thing, even as the team enjoys a more detailed understanding of the situation and 

their role in it,  Babbar misses the urgency that accompanied his initial days. 

 

 

“The enormity of the problem has struck me hard as Samarthya has progressed over the               

last two years,” he said. “For example, I never thought of implications of gender, caste or                

migration, on education, and even specifically on SMCs. So the enormity and complexity             

of the problem has humbled me over the last two years, And when I started off I think                  

there was a sense of urgency, to solve the problem, and now I’ve relatively made peace                

with the fact that things will take time, and also made peace with the fact that                

understanding the problem will take time. Honestly, I miss that part — I really want that                

sense of urgency to come back.” 

 

Communications 

Communication is another aspect that the team has faced difficulties with. As Babbar put it,               

“We are not people who will go about and talk about themselves, we don’t get out of our                  

comfort zones to do it. … That lack of articulation has always hurt us — even in terms of                   

crowdfunding campaigns.” Internal communication has been another aspect that the team           

has had to figure out: as a group of individuals operating without a fixed decision-making               

process, making decisions became long and arduous. “We tried to build consensus rather             

than alignment,” says Babbar. Over time, the team has learned to streamline the process: if               

there is a disagreement or a long deliberation, they make sure to step away from the heat of                  

the moment and get back to each other at a later time.  

 

 



 
 

Part of the difficulty also stems from the fact that the members of the team are spread                 

across cities and duties. An office space and two more employees would smooth over              

Samarthya’s processes, but sustainable funding options for that kind of expansion have            

been elusive.  

 

Getting a Rein on Elusive Funding 

Nevertheless, Samarthya is able to see the progression in their funding portfolio. “For the 

first year, I think we were primarily  dependent on crowdfunding and grants,” said Babbar. 

“This year, we have managed to charge for our services. We’ve raised money through grants 

and crowdfunding, but we’ve added additional channels for funding — be it money through 

the government, or be it money through other organizations who have paid us for our 

knowledge and skills and for our training and capacity of their work with SMCs.” 

 

Samarthya in the Future 

 

Sep 2015: Meeting between TFI fellows; work begins in Delhi SMCs. 
 
Feb 2017: Samarthya formally register as an NGO. 
 
Aug 2017: Invited by DA of Shimla and Solan to conduct SMC trainings. 
 
Dec 2017: Samarthya joins the first cohort of EduMentum. 
 
Feb 2018: Invited by District Administration of Sonipat to work with 15 SMCs. 
 
June 2018: Approached by Breakthrough to enter paid training partnership. 
 

 
Image 5: Samarthya’s journey so far 

 

Since their beginnings in the government schools of Delhi, Samarthya has come a long way.               

In addition to their work with SMCs in Delhi, they have expanded their trainings to Sonipat                

in Haryana, where they work with about five people employed under the Saksham Haryana              

Program to train about 15 SMCs. Samarthya has also begun to conduct capacity building              

sessions for the ground staff of other organisations. Partnering with organizations including            

Breakthrough and Child Survival of India, Samarthya provides trainings wherein they discuss            

 



 
 

the role of school management, strategies to train and educate SMC members, and the              

impact that they have seen in their work. Now regularly receiving calls from other              

organizations for training and capacity-building sessions, the team is developing a           

framework for long-term partnerships in the future.  

 

 

Image 6.1: Data from Samarthya’s impact assessment of their intervention in Sonipat 

 

 

 

Image 6.2: Data from Samarthya’s impact assessment of their intervention in Sonipat 

 

 



 
 

The significance of these impact assessment figures is not lost on Samarthya’s team, whose              

exposure to taking a data-based approach with EduMentum’s workshops has encouraged           

them to  expand into research despite capacity and bandwidth difficulties.  

 

Says Babbar: “We have also become more research-centric, more data-centric. That’s a skill             

we are trying to acquire. When we started I think our approach was, why capture data?                

When we go on ground, we know whether the impact is happening or not. But we’ve moved                 

from that to starting to say that we need to collect data, and to learn how to do it, and how                     

to do it best.” 

 

Future Work and Sustainability 

While the Samarthya team wishes that there had been more contextual collaboration            

happening within the organizations in EduMentum, this has not stopped them from            

beginning to scale through collaboration: in 2019, they will begin working with Sanjhi Sikhya,              

another organization in their cohort of EduMentum, with community members in Punjab.            

They also intend to use Shikshalokam platform to put their content out for anyone              

interested in their work to see and use.  

 

Chopra is also thinking about the sustainability of their work with SMCs. With the idea being                

that Samarthya will not always be around to physically work with SMC members, the team               

has decided to hone in on certain structures that they might leverage to strengthen SMCs in                

a more permanent way — especially given that members change regularly. “Something we             

are working on is how to help the government in monitoring all the structures related to                

SMCs, and how can the monitoring inform better decision making for them. We are in talks                

with a BEO, a DIET principal, and we will start the program this coming month,” said Chopra.  

 

 



 
 

 

Image 7.1: An SMC training session led by Samarthya  

 

 

Image 7.2: An SMC meeting in action 

 

 



 
 

 

Image 7.3: Members of an SMC with Samarthya 

 

Of course, Samarthya is not the first organization to work in the field of empowering               

community in education. What they would like to do differently is be a pioneer in the                

“demand side” of educational reform.  

 

“What we are trying to do is foster demand for quality education, that’s what we are here                 

for. Over the next few years we would like to consolidate the work that we have done in                  

Sonipat and in Delhi. Right now, we are working at a block level - can we move to a district                    

level and can we have a voice at the district level? A voice that demands quality education                 

and a voice that can articulate what that quality education is as promised by the law. We are                  

not going about defining new things, we are not going about defining quality education once               

again. We are only saying that whatever is written in the law, whatever that we as taxpayers                 

have paid for, the community should be able to articulate that can we get that and they                 

should be able to demand. How can the idea of community playing an active role in                

governance and accountability, how can that idea propagate? Be it through content sharing             

on ShikshaLokam or partnering with other organisations through EduMentum, or be it            

through another organisation altogether, in any area whatsoever,” said Babbar. 

 



 
 

 

Armed with a deeper understanding of the problem and their role in solving it, the               

organization looks towards a future where more parents and community members across            

the country demand inclusion in creating better schools for their children. For now,             

Samarthya prepares to expand operations both through their trainings and locations,           

beyond Haryana and beyond the confines of their own organization. 
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