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Letter from the Editors
Hello Everyone! 
Hope you enjoyed the first 

newsletter editorial. 
At times we have asked ourselves 

questions: Who am I? Where do I 
come from? Where do I belong?  

We will address this issue in this 
editorial because it directly ties to 
children here at Bal Vihar. 

Our identity comes from various 
places such as gender, social class, 
race, sexual orientation, ethnicity 
and culture.  

Culture is defined by the 
Merriam-Webster dictionary as “the 
customary beliefs, social forms, and 
material traits of a racial, religious, 
or social group,” but it 
encompasses language, music, 
religion, cuisine, the arts, etc. It can 
include traditions that are passed 
down from generation to 
generation.  

Ethnic culture and identity are 
social constructs. Hence there is a 
correlation between individual 
identity and culture. In our opinion, 
one’s life choices and desires are 
affected by the cultural values they 
learn while growing up. Without 
any knowledge of one’s culture, a 
person could feel lost i.e. have an 
identity crisis. Life is a culmination 

of past, present, and future 
experiences. Without establishing a 
link among the three, one may 
perceive his or her life as a stray 
balloon floating aimlessly in the air.  

Each society has a fundamental 
core belief system that influences 
its members’ choices and 
behaviors. Children raised in 
immigrant families in America learn 
to adapt to the social norms they 
are exposed to in this country. For 
instance, children in western 
societies are raised with the core 
values that they must be 
independent and self-reliant, that 
one must “pull oneself up by one's 
bootstraps”. Whereas, in South 
Asian cultures, children are raised 
with a core value rooted in 
collective rights and 
interdependency, meaning what 
benefits the group, benefits the 
individual member of the group 
and all must work together towards 
a common goal. For children, born 
and /or raised in an adopted 
country, to adjust well in dual 
cultures (diverse societies), they 
need to be rooted in their family 
heritage while accepting 
mainstream values. Immigrant 
families may choose not to expose 

their children to the motherland 
cultural heritage at the risk of 
creating an identity crisis for their 
children.  

You may have heard an African 
proverb, “It takes a village to raise a 
child.” (Source: en.wikipedia.org › 
wiki › It_takes_a_villageIt takes a 
village - Wikipedia.) This proverb 
illustrates the reason why 
organizations such as Bal Vihar of 
St. Louis play such a pivotal role in 
establishing a sense of identity for 
South Asian American children 
raised in the United States. Such 
organizations come into existence 
for the sole purpose of teaching 
the children and youth about 
Indian culture so that they will not 
lose a sense of where they come 
from and provide meaning to the 
traditions attributed to the Indian 
cultural heritage 

However, culture is not static. We 
are constantly influenced by others. 
In our opinion, individuals growing 
up in multifaceted cultures may 
have the benefit of both worlds and 
be able to adopt the best from 
both cultures. Being rooted in their 
ethnic and Indian culture, they will 
feel at home maneuvering in a dual 

Anjali Bhagat Geetika Sharda                              
Anjali Bhagat Geetika Sharda 
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 Illustrating India’s Independence 

On January 26, 2020, the Bal Vihar community celebrated a historic occasion in India’s history: Republic Day. 
Republic Day signifies India’s transition to a republic from the British Raj. It is India’s day of freedom and 
patriotism. India’s constitution came into effect on January 26, 1950. (Source: https://www.timeanddate.com/
holidays/india/republic-day) 

The Bal Vihar community came together (students, parents, and teachers) to create an event full of activities 
such as displays of the religious and cultural festivals along with stage performances. For example, there were 
exhibitions of the various festivals, delicacies, and the playing of India’s national anthem and Mahatma Gandhi’s 
favorite devotional song. 

Judges were invited to judge the different exhibitions presented by groups 2-4 (ages 6-9) and groups 5-7 (ages 
10-13). Groups 3A and 3B won for groups 2-4 and group 6 won for groups 5-7.    

Betsy Cohen from the St. Louis Mosaic Project was one of the judges. She mentioned that the event gave her “a 
new appreciation of the culture and heritage of the South Asian community of St. Louis.” 

Marlynn Chambers from the St. Louis Science Center said, “I was very excited to judge the event the second 
time.” Chambers stated that she admired the new facility and the Bal Vihar program “because it’s important to 
know where you come from and your history.” 

Komal Sabarwal, the program director of the younger children classes said the “Republic Day event is a 
collective effort of parents, children, and teachers.” She also believes that “it teaches children to work in a team 
and is a great bonding experience for our Bal Vihar community.” This event is a big hit because “the younger kids 
get to display the traditional attire and the older kids love to present their poster boards. Moreover, food 
sampling is a big hit as well.” 

Shanti Krishnan, the main organizer of the event, explained “this year the theme was the popular and not so well 
known festivals of India.” The people involved in organizing this event believed that the event was a real learning 
experience for the kids. 

1. Group 6 performed a song that they have rehearsed during the earlier portion of the Bal Vihar year. 2. 1st graders dressed up in different 
costumes to represent the different Hindu gods and goddesses. 3. This was one of the displays about the religious and cultural festivals that 
5A created. 

By Geetika Sharda (Co-Editor)

1. 2. 3.
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Poverty in Perspective 

Shoba Shekar, the youth program coordinator, introduced the Poverty Simulation to Bal Vihar ten years ago. 
On December 8, 2019, Bal Vihar youth group went through an exercise of Poverty Simulation. What is the 
Poverty Simulation? 

Poverty Simulation is an interactive activity that simulates living the life of someone in poverty. The simulation 
consists of four weeks. Each “week” is represented by fifteen minutes, where groceries have to be bought, bills 
have to be paid, children have to be dropped off and picked etc. Each group has two to four people: each 
person acts out the role of a family member. There are different family dynamics. For example, one family may 
include a teenage dropout looking for a job, a boyfriend who helps pay the bills, or a mom who works at a 
daycare. 

Bal Vihar collaborates with an interfaith organization, Interfaith Quest. Ms. Shekar works with Beth 
Damsgaard-Rodriguez, the executive director and founder of Interfaith Quest.  

When Ms. Shekar was asked what the youth gained from the experience, she said, “The children do not feel 
immediately compelled to change the world, rather they begin to think outside of their own world. They begin 
to feel empathetic, which is the first step to solving the bigger picture.” She remarked “most of the Indian 
community living in Saint Louis is fairly wealthy. The main objective of the project is for the children raised in 
this community to experience how underserved people live day to day.” 

Ms. Damsgaard-Rodriguez said, “All faiths ask us to be empathetic and compassionate. People do not 
choose to be poor, and they are not lazy, due to circumstances they end up poverty.” She quoted the Bible 
stating, “It is not enough to have faith, but faith with action.” 

Ms. Shekar had an idea on how to expand the program. She thought that if the parents could get involved, 
the whole community could begin a discussion that goes far beyond the classroom.  

                   “You Rock, You Are Loved, and Smile”

1. Every rock was 
painted brightly, and 
each one had  a 
different positive 
messages on it. The 
messages included “Be 
the Change,” “You are 
loved,” “You Rock,” 
“Smile,” and many 
others 2. The leader of 
the project, Riya 
Contractor, had 
painted “Be Positive” 
on her rock. 

2.1.

By Anjali Bhagat (Co-Editor)

By Anoushka Pallekala (Layout Editor)

Bal Vihar Youth 4 students participate in several community projects. A team of students from the Y4 class select 
a project, led by a student leader.  

If someone is struggling with their emotions, small acts of kindness could greatly impact his or her day. 
According to darthmouth.edu, kindness produces serotonin which is a chemical that makes a person feel calm 
and happy. (for more information: https://www.dartmouth.edu/wellness/emotional/rakhealthfacts.pdf)  
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Youth 4 student, Riya Contractor, led the Kindness Rock Project. She had often seen the project online and 
decided that it would be a fun project that would benefit others. The Kindness Rock Project consisted of 
painting positive messages on medium-sized rocks and placing them in a public place where anyone can see 
them. When asked what the main objective of the project was Contractor said that she “hope[s] the members of 
this project are happy that they can make a positive impact on someone else’s life.”   She selected rocks from the 
grounds of the Mahatma Gandhi Center, a South Asian community center. Contractor bought the paint, paint 
brushes, and other supplies needed for this activity. Each group member painted a message on a rock and in 
the end, they designed several rocks. 

In addition to giving back to others, the project gave the participants a temporary relief from studying from 
upcoming exams. Many of the students involved thought that the project was therapeutic. 

Overall the project was both beneficial to the participants and the recipients.  

HOLI FESTIVAL 
March 21 12-4 pm 
Mahatma Gandhi Center 
Colors in the Air, Reason to Cheer 

Come join us                       
as we celebrate                 

the Festival of Colors 
Food and Colors are Provided 

Gita in ActionBy Anjali Bhagat (Co-Editor)

Gita Jayanti is the birthday of the Bhagavad Gita. This day is sacred to Hindus because the Bhagavad Gita is 
essentially a Sanskrit scripture, which is part of the Hindu epic called the Mahabharata. This is why, on December 7, 
2019, Bal Vihar’s Y3 group attended the Gita Jayanti recital, which was organized by the Hindu temple of Saint 
Louis to bring the Hindu community together. Y3, Bal Vihar's tenth-grade class, had been preparing for weeks for 
this moment by learning a chapter from the Gita and understanding the meaning. However, not everyone from Y3 
performed, only a small group of nine dedicated students performed. Each student read one verse from chapter 
16 of the Bhagavad Gita. Then Lal Prabhu Ji, a Bal Vihar volunteer teacher, would explain the significance of the 
verses. This event allowed Y3 students to use their motivation to further understand the essence of the Bhagavad 

Gita. 

Walk for Water 2020
Date: April 11th

 Time: 8AM-12PM
Location:  Vlasis Park

Price: $10 per person, $25 per family
T-Shirts will be available for purchase

Drinks and Snacks will be
provided! There will be organized

yard games!

All proceeds from this event will be donated towards Water.org,
an organization dedicated to providing safe and reliable access to

drinking water in impoverished areas.
 

Water.org: https://water.org/
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Editorial Policy
BV Newsletter is published by the BV youth 
students. The editors regard the BV newsletter as 
a constructive communication link among the BV 
community. In reaching that general objective, 
staff members adhere to high ethical standards.

1. BV Newsletter will not publish articles attacking 
personalities, but may publish well-researched 
balanced articles which examine policies, 
situations, or events.
2. BV Newsletter will publish letters to the 
editors, provided they are not libelous or in bad 
taste. Letters must meet the length requirement 
or be subjected to editing. Letters may be 
published anonymously so long as the editors 
know who wrote them.

3. Since BV Newsletter is primarily for Bal 
Vihar-St. Louis, it will support BV in 
preference to outside organizations.

4. Stories that involve subjects considered to 
be controversial by some readers will be 
published only after thorough investigations 
and subsequent editorial consultations.
5. The editors of BV Newsletter encourage 
readers to write letters to the editors and 
notify the editors when errors occur in the 
newsletter.

Staff of BV Roundup 
Editors-in-Chief ……    Anjali Bhagat and Geetika Sharda                             
Layout Editor ……         Anoushka Pallekala                                                         
Staff Writers ……           Anjali, Geetika, and Anoushka 

Contact Info 
Anjali Bhagat: anjali.bhagat@aol.com                              
Geetika Sharda:  geetikasharda17@gmail.com             
Anoushka Pallekala: apallekala@gmail.com 

Calendar 
March:                                                                                                          
21 - Holi Festival 12 noon - 4 pm 
MGC 

April:                        
12 - Y3 Graduation/ Y 7 Bridging 
HTCC 

May:             
3 - Yoga/Bhajan Showcase HTCC                       
9 - Variety Show - 2 pm HTCC 

Deadline for Submitting Material for Next Issue 

April 19 2020  
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