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ASHISH RAJPAL

The founder-MD of
iDiscoveri wants a
million students to
escape the rote
method of our
education system

By VEExa VENUGOPAL
weena.ugliveminoom

ow thar Tve got it in my
head, | can't wait,” says
Ashish Huwﬂ s he goes

hunting for the second time in
less than a minute to find the
ermant waiter who's supposed to
bring us our beers, We had
started the meeting at Spm at
the coffee shop of the Park Plaza
Hotel in Gurgaon, and since the
sun was still up and neither of us
wanied o be the first to ask for
n aeobilic dink.we senled or

al some point
nm 11-year-old iDiscoveri
founder said, “The stories | can
tell you after a couple of
bccrs.:—and that was cue

withstanding, he hailed a waiter
and we ardered our beers.
In the course of the evening, |
realized that when Rajpal gets
cthing is head, it often
Teads to lif conseguences
for him. As it did when afiet two
vears as a brand manager for Proc-
ter and Gamble's Ariel detergent,
he thaught that working in the
beer-brewing business in Russia
would be a good career mave. Or
when, at 30, as the worldwide
marketing director of Group

India and do “something” in edu-

cation. So he went o Harvard,

studied about education, came

back and initiated his attempt at

changing Indian education by set-
soove

Butlet's start at the b "
“I grew up in Delbi and spent
my teenage years trekking in the
‘mountains and that was my first
contact with the other India. That
led to some kind of desire to do
socially relevant stll—for lack of
a better terminology. During col-
lege (economics honours from
Delhi University), I hung around
NGOs, doing |:|lrmah|p'i in Utta-
rakiand, Bt | came from a back-
ground where [ needed (0 get

job quickly, mm NGO romance
didn’t last long,” h
i MEA foi XLAL [amhed-
pur, in 1992 and a campus place-
ment offer from PAG followed.
Twn years later came the call

kas had set up Sun Brewing there
and needed someone to un the
business, “They took me for a tit-
illation visit. in February 1994,
when | was 25, | showed up in
Moseow. It was -33 degrees Cel-
sius. They took me by a propelier
plane o Kursk on the Ukraine
border and showed one of the
plants, 1t was all very h
came back, called my mother and
told her that | was moving to Rus-
sia. It was a rocky time—the
read queues were huge and you
could see the old babushlas beg-
ging. Everybos ought 1 was
mad 10 go,” he says. He quickly
martied his giiviend, Rachna,
and they moved ta Moscow.
“My mother was the only
remaining grandparent when
my daughter was due to be bo
and her flight was delayed. So
my daughter was born in a Rus-
sian hospital, with a Russian
midwife screaming davaai, dav-
aai (push, in Russian). It was a
marking episode in my life. My
son came along a couple of years
later and | got intrigued about
what makes children different. [
guessed that education is the

=

change education,” he says.

By then he had learnt Rus-

sian. When the global giant

Danone went lo(Rus: o setup
50

they moved him to the head
office in Paris as worldwide

v
life was about in terms of aspi-

Everything 1
thought what
life was about in
terms of
aspiration was
done. 1 was 30
years old,

IN PARENTHESIS

Rajpal is a trekker, though now he is a
trekker with a slight paunch. He has
done a lot of the difficult Indian
routes—Pindari Glacier, Gulbarga and
Kishwar. "Unlike most people, | don't
find the steep climb difficult. The tough
part of a trek for me is the long, flat one
where there is no action. On the Pindari,
there is @ 22km flat stretch and | found
that to be the most dreadful.” he says.
Now, he mostly goes on one-day trips.
This helps him avoid his other peeve,
sleeping in a leaky tent on a rainy night.

ration was done. 1 was 30 years
old. It was hys " he says.
But Rajpal interpreted this as a
pair of golden handcuffs. He
secretly researched courses and
zeroed in on a one-year pro
gramme on edueation in Har-
vard. *My friends called me mad
again. But my wife was not
unsupportive, and that's saying a
* e says. So she came back (o
India with the children while he
tor. “That was a year
e. | became a dis-
ciple of Howard Gardner (the
American developmental psy-
chologist known for his theory of

and iDiscoveri was born. Th
started with a prnglamme o
teachers” training.
Hand, after e ind of e 1Iod, 1o
wait outside principals’ rooms for
2 hours for an appoinument and
have wially crummy people talk
down to me,” he says. But he had
*bumnt s bridges so completcly”

that there w
abandoning 1

back i anather job.

In the meantime, the com-
pany got some attention. Kanii
Bajpai was joining Doon School

and he invited
Rajpal t h
ers there. Some more premium
schools followed, some low-end
schools signed on. Three years
later, though business was
wrowing, Rajpal got the fecling
they weren't really driving any
change in education. He
spoke to the schools that had
signed on. Initially, the prin-
cipals said the programmes
were great. “But then they
would drop this great
Indian umbrella phrase
—frankly speaking—and
say that most teachers had.
reverted to their earlier
methods of teaching

Then the penny
dropped. Whoever
learnt anything from a
training programme? So
they changed the model.
hired academics with a
research background and
started writing practical
lesson plans that teachers
could use in classrooms.
“This programme is called
ED and the idea is 1o
provide teachers fou or five
entry points to the same
subject. We have 4,000
ready teacl plans,” he
says. The forus is on mak-

from o bobk, “With
Taare Zameen Par and
3 Idiots, Amir Khan
has become an unof-
ficial salesman for
XSEED," he says.
Today, XSEED covers
305 schools, mostly in tier I
and tier 11T es. It covers

around 100,000 students, “Now
the hardest period is over and
we have to conselidate, Once
we have a million children, we
will be a force to reckon with.
We are serving schools mostly

a'hlem <erve, but our mission is
am certain will
profable in the long run—in
the shart run, it's a different
story,” he says.

What happens if he gets some-
thing else in his head before thar?
*Oh, | have several more careers
in my head, many mad ideas. But
there is a time for everything,
Right new, my job is to do this
well,” he says.
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The man with the mad ideas

Back to schock: Hajpal s
decision to work in the
field of eddueation wax
the auctcome af hix
experience as a parent.

www.xseed.in




