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Hope Crushed by Sudden Isolation

It was February 2020, a time of immense promise. Veerni Sansthan had finally
obtained the NGO certifications we'd been striving for since 2014. We eagerly
planned the Veerni project's future. But then, like a hurricane, COVID struck.
Suddenly, everything shut down. Complete isolation.

March 21st, 2020: COVID-19 hit. The government mandated a five-hour closure,
forcing us to scramble and safely send the Veerni girls home. We contacted parents,
arranged transportation, and provided some with study materials for the uncertain
closure. With just hours' notice, we had finally able to send 110 girls home. This
unexpected shutdown marked our initial encounter with COVID-19.

The Fight to Learn:

We scrambled. Phone calls became our lifeline. We
have taken permission from government to go out in
the lockdown and with a lot of struggles it was
granted, we delivered study materials to 64 scattered
villages. It wasn't easy. Death surrounded us, a
constant reminder of the struggle. We became |
lifelines of lot of Veerni girls and villagers, |
transporting the sick and offering basic necessities to
them.

Innovation Blooms:

Digital materials on chips were introduced by the
Veerni team for the girls to help in their education.
Veerni adapted. With immense difficulty, we secured
90 tablets, each one loaded with learning content. =
"School at Doorstep" program was introduced by the [
Veerni and brought education directly to Veerni girls. A |
helpline numbers were also offered to Veerni girls to

support, a beacon in the darkness. :

In July20, Veerni launched a two-phase distant learning program for their girls due
to COVID-19.

e Phase 1: School at Doorsteps: This program
focused on 110 students in remote villages.
Veerni staff and teachers visited them regularly,
providing learning materials, worksheets, and
collecting homework. Additionally, digital content ¢
was circulated through WhatsApp groups for 70 8§
girls with access to technology.




e Phase 2: Tablet Program: This ongoing
program targets girls from Class 10 to 12. They
receive tablets loaded with study materials and
animated videos, allowing them to learn offline
without needing an internet connection.

Veerni's foresight in starting computer education in :
2017 proved crucial, enabling the girls to adapt to onllne Iearnmg during the
pandemic.

School at Doorstep: School at the doorstep wasn'’t just education program; it was a
lifeline of hope in a time of despair. It's a testament to the unwavering spirit of Veerni
team and the girls who never gave up on learning. This step helped Veerni to stay
connected with the girls otherwise their parents might have sent them to their in-
laws.

May to August 2020: A Fight on Many Fronts

Despair gripped the villages as COVID tightened its hold. We were confined, yet the
girls' needs were desperate. With immense struggle, we secured government
permission to deliver food, disguised as "educational supplies.” This was our lifeline,
not just for learning, but to prevent child marriages and abuse fuelled by desperation.

Veerni: A Light Beyond Education
While education remained a core focus, Veerni

19. Hygiene kits and food became essential as &
both girls and villagers faced immense hardship. #:
We delivered not just digital tablets to keep the girls
learning, but also food and hygiene kits to ensure

their well-being. .

Veerni's helpline became a lifeline. Girls in desperate situations, with nowhere else
to turn, reached out to report abuse. We went beyond offering a listening ear; we
provided concrete help.

Through these actions, Veerni became a beacon of hope, ensuring no one in the
community faced hardship alone.

Guarding the Future

During the toughest days of COVID, when the world
seemed to fall apart, Veerni's catering staff emerged as
our heroes. They didn't just live at the institute; they
became our guardians. The threat of theft loomed large
as everything shut down. But Veerni's staff stood watch,
protecting our institute. They were preparing hygiene Kits




and food parcels so Veerni can supply them to the villages. Suppliers were scarce,
deliveries restricted, but through Veerni’s connect we were able to receive food
supplies regularly from various wanders.

Health Outreach:

Veerni went to the villages to teach people about COVID-19. They gave out flyers
and talked to everyone about how to stay safe. They explained what the virus is, how
it spreads, and what the symptoms are. They also told people what to do if they get
sick or think someone else might be sick.

Veerni wanted to make sure everyone knew:

e It can take up to 14 days for symptoms to show.

« Common signs are fever, cough, and tiredness.

« See a doctor right away for trouble breathing, chest pain, or trouble
talking/moving.

e Older people and those with health problems are more at risk, but anyone can
get sick.

A Glimpse of Hope, Dashed

By June2020, the situation remained grim. Finally,
in September, a flicker of hope arrived — eased
restrictions. Schools weren't a priority, but with
immense work, we were allowed to reopen...with
just 30 girls. The selection process was agonizing.
We started slow, gradually increasing numbers,
only to be met by the devastating second wave in
January2l. It was back to square one, sending
the girls home once more.




The Heartbreaking Choice

The chance to reopen with 30 girls was a bittersweet victory. Choosing who came
back first was agonizing. We prioritized the safety of our older girls, most vulnerable
to abuse in the villages. Their board exams loomed, another reason to bring back
Class 10, 11, and 12. it was 11 and 12 first, then 9 and 10. Each decision felt like
leaving another girl behind. Gradually, the younger ones returned, but the joy was
short-lived. The second wave forced us to send them all home again.
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A Year of Resilience

By the end of 2020, despite the setbacks, we were

nearly back to full capacity. With around 80 or 90 girls,

the institute hummed with a tentative normalcy. Yet,

the scars of the year remained, a testament to the B —

difficult choices made to keep the girls safe and | R

learning. = v a
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Repone of the Veerni Institute: In response to COVID-19 regulations, Veerni
reorganized the girls' facilities at the Veerni Institute: “

o Dormitories: Beds were partitioned to create
separation between girls. Bathrooms were
sanitized frequently, and only 4 girls could
shower at once.

e Dining Room: Tables were divided in half to
promote social distancing during meals. The
girls were split into two groups to eat in
separate sittings.

Veerni planned to adapt these arrangements further
as more girls returned to the institute in the coming
months. Additionally, separate classrooms were
utilized for homework periods to maintain social
distancing.

Learning from Loss: The Second Wave

The second wave, a deadly surge in January,
forced another shutdown. But this time, we were
ready. News of the impending crisis allowed us to
prepare. Educational materials, medical kits, and
food were packed. Veerni sent the girls home,
better equipped than before.

A Veerni Team Tested

COVID struck Veerni’'s team too. Veerni driver fell gravely ill, a stark reminder of the
danger. Yet, the spirit of the team remained unbroken. They had become seasoned
veterans at navigating restrictions and securing permissions. During that time other
organizations crumbled, but we persevered.

A Return to Normalcy, Albeit Fragile

The pandemic wasn't over. Restrictions
continued, causing sporadic closures and
frustration for parents. But, we




persevered. A vaccination camp ensured
the girls' safety. This wasn't a smooth
return; it was a series of steps forward and
back, but the girls were back, and their
smiles were our reward.

Schools Closed, Learning Continued: The Rise of ICT

With schools shuttered, a new
challenge arose: keeping the girls'
education uninterrupted. We couldn't
send them to the school and they
remained at the Veerni Institute, we
brought the classroom to them. A
bold decision was made. The
ground floor of the Veerni Institute
was transformed. High-tech
classrooms emerged. We called
them ICT program rooms —
Information Communication
Technology. Big screens,
comfortable furniture, and powerful computers created a haven for learning.
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A Year of Innovation

This became our reality for an entire year. Teachers came to the institute instead of
the girls venturing to school. It was a settlement with the school management, a way
to protect the girls while ensuring their education thrived.

A Year of Success

The innovation paid off. Despite the disruption, all girls cleared their annual exams.

Bord classes Eighth, tenth, and twelfth graders passed with flying colors. In the face
of adversity, Veerni had not only protected our girls, but their academic journeys as

well.




A New Era at Veerni: Embracing Technology and Opportunity

Veerni emerged from the pandemic stronger than ever. The academic year saw
significant investments in the institute's ICT program. The classrooms were
transformed, boasting superior equipment and technology compared to the local
schools. This not only enhanced the learning experience but also offered a welcome
convenience for the younger girls (aged 12-14). Their education continued within the
safe haven of Veerni, with dedicated teachers in each of the four, well-equipped ICT
classrooms.

How Technology Saved Veerni

In hindsight, the 2017 decision to invest in computer education seems almost
prophetic. Thanks to a generous donor, Veerni embarked on a program that would
become their saving grace during the unforeseen crisis of COVID-19.

"Without this investment, Veerni would not able to survived the covid time. Schools
shut down, but Veerni, with its tech-equipped classrooms, could bring education to
the girls. It was a lifeline, not just for their academic progress, but for their safety and
well-being.

Beyond Education: A Shield Against Child Marriage

The pandemic brought economic hardship, a breeding ground for child marriage. But
for Veerni's girls, the focus remained on education. Technology kept them engaged,




a shield against the pressure to marry young. One less mouth to feed meant less
strain on families, a testament to the ripple effect of Veerni's foresight.

A Testament to Visionary Thinking

Veerni's investment in technology wasn't just about computer skills; it was about
safeguarding the girls' futures. It's a story of vision, of a small seed planted years
ago blossoming into a powerful force that protected education, dreams, and
ultimately, lives. The future of Veerni may have been uncertain, but thanks to
technology, they not only survived, they thrived.

Crossing the Chasm: A Story of Resilience

The shadow of COVID stretched long and dark. Hospitals overflowed, death a
constant presence. | don’t shy away from the harsh reality — Veerni faced an
enormous crisis. "It was hard, very hard,". The toll it took was immense, both
emotionally and physically.

Witnessing Suffering, Yet Enduring

Veerni team saw the suffering firsthand, the loss that ravaged families. It wasn't
easy. | personally (Mahendra) was’nt the same person who entered the pandemic.
But amidst the hardship, a flicker of strength remained. Veerni team weren't just
protecting the girls' education; they were a shield against the violence that arose
during lockdowns.

A Different Path to Healing

The girls returned from home fragile, carrying the weight of their experiences. Veerni
adapted, bringing in a psychology teacher to help them heal. But true solace also
came from an unexpected source — the villagers.

An Unwavering Community: Strength from Unity

The village fathers, their belief in Veerni unwavering, stood by the project. Together,
they ensured the girls' education continued through WhatsApp groups and tablets
programs, a lifeline in a time of isolation. Veerni's team, their courage a beacon of
hope, ventured out when others retreated. They were the moral support, the "yes, we
can do this" spirit that kept everyone moving forward.
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A Testament to the Human Spirit

Veerni's story is a testament to the human spirit's ability to endure. It's about a team
that refused to give up, a community that rallied together, and a belief in the
transformative power of education, even in the darkest of times. They crossed the
chasm, not unscathed, but stronger, their bond with the village solidified. Veerni
emerged, not just surviving, but ready to face the future, together.

A Growing Demand: Balancing Hope and Hard Choices

Veerni's success has bred a beautiful problem — a
surge in demand. Applications have skyrocketed just
after the covid, last year 450 girls vying for just 14
places. This surge is particularly heartwarming, as it's
driven by a new generation of fathers who see the ¢
value in educating their daughters.

Choosing Wisely: A Multifaceted Approach

Veerni understands the agonizing task of selection. There's no one-size-fits-all
answer. They assess each girl's hunger for education, interviewing both the girl and
her parents. Compassion plays a role too, with special consideration given to girls
facing hardship — orphans, neglected girls, or those who've lost mothers, leaving
them vulnerable.

COVID's Impact

COVID created a new urgency. Many girls lost parents, leaving them with no one.
Veerni, ever adaptable, began offering remedial classes for Class 5, preparing these
girls for secondary education at Veerni. This was a life-saving intervention, a
testament to their commitment.

A Silver Lining: Fathers Step Up

One positive outcome of COVID is the increased support from young fathers. They
see Veerni's success, the power of education, and now actively advocate for their
daughters. This newfound support is a "quantum change," vital for the project's long-
term impact. Veerni is not just educating girls; they are planting seeds of change
within families, a transformation that has the potential to empower women across
generations.




Emerging Stronger: Lessons Learned

The mission of educating girls might have been on a different mode during the time
of covid, but Veerni wasn't idle. They transformed, adapting to meet the immediate
needs of the community. Food, healthcare, and most importantly, hope — these were
the pillars on which they stood during this crisis.

Mahendra Sharma and Jacqueline de Chollet, the worked tirelessly and remained on
call for hours and hours and make daily planning. From websites to newsletters, no
resource was left untapped. They planned not just for survival, but for a future where
Veerni's impact on the education of these girls would be more profound than ever.

The hardship has indeed passed, but Veerni emerged stronger. We learned a crucial
lesson adapted accordingly and survived with great success.

Veerni's story is a testament to the human spirit's ability to overcome adversity. It's a
story of resilience, of a community coming together, and the transformative power of
education. Together, we can invest in a future where

This wasn't just education; it was a fight for survival on multiple fronts. Veerni’s story
highlights the unwavering spirit that shone even in the darkest of times.




