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The India Field School is a study abroad 
academic program that was developed 
by Yasmin Dean and Terry Field. Both 
professors at Mount Royal University, 
Yasmin and Terry became instantly 
enamored by the Sri Ram Ashram’s 
unique take on child welfare. In 2011, 
they began developing a plan to take 
students to India so students could 
experience the love, acceptance and 

learning opportunities that the Sri Ram 
Ashram off ers. In 2012, the fi rst group 
of students left Canada to start their 
journey to India and the Ashram. During 
their time, they completed projects that 
allowed them to learn about community 
development at an international level. 
Since 2012, 83 Mount Royal students 
have had the privilege of experiencing 
the Ashram and the beauty of India.

About the Field School
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For more 
information 
on the 
Ashram, visit: 
www.sriram
foundation.
org/

The Sri Ram Ashram was founded in 
1984 by Baba Hari Dass, a Mauni Sadhu, 
or “silent monk.” Aff ectionately known 
as “Babaji”, he has dedicated his life to 
the service of humanity. His vision was 
to create a place where children are 
treated with love and respect.

The Ashram provides a home for 
abandoned or neglected children. It 
accepts both infants and older children. 
What is unique about the Sri Ram 

Ashram is that once children arrive, 
they are part of the family for the rest of 
their lives and are neither adopted nor 
fostered out of the Ashram. 

Working with a board of trustees, 
Rashmi Cole is the director of day-to-
day life at the Ashram, which is located 
in the northern state of Uttarakhand on 
16 acres of rural farmland near the town 
of Haridwar. 

About Sri Ram Ashram
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As part of our learning process, we 
were asked to develop a project that 
was centered around our time at the 
Sri Ram Ashram. We were interested 
in understanding the diff erences in 
our perception of India as Canadians 
and the children’s view of India as 
their home. It is easy to create “a one 
size fi ts all” image of India by only 
being exposed to narratives centered 
around certain aspects of the culture 
and country. Nigerian novelist, 

Chimamanda Adichie touches on this 
in her Ted Talk “The Danger of a Single 
Story”. This was the inspiration for 
our project.  In the TED Talk video, 
she cautions us to avoid allowing one 
story about any one culture to become 
the only story because it erases the 
humanity of a country. We wanted 
to open up a conversation about 
perceptions of India with the children 
so we could tell a fuller story of all that 
India encompasses.

About This Book

“When we 
reject the 
single story, 
when we 
realize that 
there is never 
a single story 
about any 
place, we 
regain a kind 
of paradise.”

– Chimamanda 
Ngozi Adiche, 
“The Danger of 
Single Story”
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What colour represents India?

– Anjula, 8

Saffron, because of the sacrifices. 
Because India is what it is because 
of the sacrifices that people made 
to make us free.
– Radha, 21

For me, I can’t choose one colour, 
India is like multiple colours 
because each and every state has 
their own quality.
– Punita, 17

White, for 
peace.

– Rachna, 16

Orange, white, green. Orange for sacrifice, white for 
purity, and green for greenery. White also signifies peace 
too. And those are the colours of the flag.

– Rajpal, 20

Green, orange, white, and blue.

– Kiran, 13

There are 
three colors 
and they are 
white, green, 
and orange. 
Because 
white means 
peace and I 
don’t know 
the rest.

– Anjali, 14

White color because in India the 
white color is said to maintain 
peace so according to me, Indians 
live in peace so it’s white.

– Keshav, 15
– Paresh, 11

Field school 
answer:

orange
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What animal represents India?

– Suman, 9

Lion because 
it’s the king 
of all the 
animals.

– Rachna, 16

Tiger - an 
animal that 
likes to be 
different 
from 
everyone.
– Punita, 17

Tiger.

– Kiran, 13

Tiger, for 
strength.

– Radha, 21

Tiger, I think 
it is a strong 
animal, 
that’s why.

– Rajpal, 20

Tiger, because I feel like India is very 
great country so it’s like a tiger. It’s 
brave and it can scare anybody.

– Anjali, 14

Peacock. In a 
story about 
peacocks, it 
has very bad 
looking legs 
but it dances 
well so 
Indians also 
like to dance.

– Keshav, 15

– Ansula, 9

Field school 
answer:

elephant
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What food represents India?
Chillies and 
spices.

– Rachna, 16

Spicy foods.

– Punita, 17

It has so many types of food like 
rice, meats, and vegetarian food. 
Salty food.

– Kiran, 13

Spicy food describes India because 
whatever you give us, we will 
make it our own, and serve you 
something new.

– Radha, 21

Everyone has different views about it. I think... there 
is different food. Punjabi eat their Punjabi food, north 
side eat their north food... it depends on the place, it 
depends on the season.

– Rajpal, 20

There so 
many 
different 
types of food 
like south 
Indian, north 
Indian and 
east Indian.

– Anjali, 14

Rice and naan.
– Keshav, 15 – Suman, 9

– Ansula, 9

Field school 
answer:

curry
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What sport represents India?

Hockey.

Field hockey! It’s the national sport, 
more people play cricket than field 
hockey but right now we have the 
national sport of field hockey.

Cricket - that is the only sport in which you will see 
everything closed. All of India shuts down just to watch 
the India versus Pakistan match. All India shuts down. 
Field hockey is our national game, but it is not as 
popular. Cricket is more popular than hockey.

For me, mainly hockey. It’s our 
national game.

National sport is hockey but most popular game is cricket, 
because in hockey you need a coach, goal posts to play. 
But cricket is simple so everyone in India plays cricket.

Field hockey.

– Rachna, 16

– Punita, 17

Hockey.

– Kiran, 13

– Radha, 21

– Rajpal, 20 – Anjali, 14

– Keshav, 15

– Vandana, 8

– Paresh, 11

Field school 
answer:

cricket
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If you had to pick one word to 
describe India, what would it be?

In India, we say one word to India that we call bharat 
mata. Bharat means India, and mata means mother. 
Mother India.

Independent. Because in India, 
anyone can be anywhere, can take 
any kind of religion and is free to 
do anything.

Diversity.

Incredible 
India. 
Because it is 
incredible.

I would describe India as talented 
because there are so many 
talented people and in this country 
there are many engineers so we 
have no scarcity of engineers and 
doctors.

Amazing India.

Awesome, because India is 
awesome.

– Rajpal, 20

– Rachna, 16

– Punita, 17

– Kiran, 13

– Radha, 21

– Anjali, 14– Keshav, 15

– Vandana, 8

– Anjula, 8

Field school 
answer:

colourful
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If you could tell someone who 
had never heard anything 

about India one thing, what 
would you tell them?

India is 
a place 
with many 
cultures 
and many 
traditions.

I would 
like to tell 
them India 
is country 
where it is a 
populated 
place and 
each and 
every state 
has their own 
quality.

Just go and 
visit India! 
Take your 
experience, 
then come 
talk to me 
about India. 
Everybody 
loves it.

I would tell them that this is a 
very big country and you will find 
so many types of cultures, food, 
religion and things like that.

It is a diverse country and all 
climates are here. It also has 
monuments and historical sites.

India is a very simple country so there is nothing to tell, something that is 
important to know. You can just come here and live in your own way.

Unity and diversity because... we have so many states 
and we have so many cultures, religions, food - even 
though we stand as India only.

– Rachna, 16

– Radha, 21– Punita, 17

– Kiran, 13
– Rajpal, 20

– Anjali, 14

– Keshav, 15
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When you think about India, 
what do you think about?

I think about India. I think of 
corruption, poverty - that’s what 
I think about mostly when I think 
about India.

I think about the unity. For example, if there is one lady 
who doesn’t get education, and one lady stands up 
against not getting education, then each and every lady 
talks about it and they also stand up. 

The fighters 
who fought 
for our 
freedom.

When I think about India I think I’m going to a place 
where I can see different seasons, and I think that India 
is the only country where you can see different seasons 
at all times of the year. I think India is so helpful of a 
country, and you can see many seasons, and you can 
see many foods here. I think it’s an interesting place. A 
lot of diversity, yeah. A lot of fun in India.

I think that 
it is very 
caretaking. 
So like if 
somebody 
needs 
something, 
we give it 
to them 
without any 
hesitation.

Friendship and brotherhood. 

– Rachna, 16

It is a good 
place and it 
is a diverse 
country.

– Rajpal, 20

– Punita, 17

– Radha, 21

– Anjali, 14

– Keshav, 15

– Kiran, 13

Field school 
answer:

crowds and 
heat
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What does family
mean to you?

A family is where we get love, fight 
a little and understand each other. 
I would call that a family.

Presence of 
love.

The existence 
of love and 
understanding 
each other. 
The whole 
country and 
continent 
are a family 
because we 
are connected 
to everyone.

Family means 
like so many 
people living 
together. 
With so much 
love and 
care.

Family just 
take care of 
each other 
and support 
in each step, 
and who give 
love more 
than other 
people.

Family is a relation which will always be there for you, 
no matter what. I would say that family is the only 
place or only person in a group, they will always love 
you unconditionally. They will always love.

– Rachna, 16

– Punita, 17

– Kiran, 13

– Radha, 21

– Rajpal, 20

– Anjali, 14

Family according to me is a place where more than 
one or five or any number of people can live with 
understanding each other. They live with love. And they 
have faith in each other.

– Keshav, 15

Field school 
answer:

network of 
immediate 

blood relatives
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What does country mean to you?

When I think of country, it is the 
country where I am born, and I 
respect that country that supports 
me from my childhood to when I 
was older, and the country gave 
me a lot. From that country I get to 
know about everyone and I learn a 
lot and I love my country. Country 
is a place that supports me.

A nation that 
we belong to. 

Country is a thing which binds 
people together when faith can’t 
do it.

A good place, 
a safe place 
for us to live.

A place 
where a 
number of 
families live.

 When so many families get 
together, they make a village. 
And when so many villages get 
together, they make a state. and 
many states make a country.

– Rachna, 16

– Punita, 17

– Radha, 21

– Rajpal, 20

– Keshav, 15

– Anjali, 14

Field school 
answer:

nationality and 
landscapes
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What does culture mean to you?

The culture 
is a way 
in which a 
country lives. 
In India there 
are many 
cultures, 
there is no 
one culture.

India has so many cultures so every culture has their 
own different thing to do. So the Muslims have to cover 
their heads and their whole face, only their eyes can be 
open. And then the Punjabis have the turban and they 
have hair, they do not cut their hair. Hindu is free, they 
can do anything.

Culture and religion are the same 
thing to me, yeah, but I don’t 
believe in cultures - they are 
just something passed from past  
generation to forward generation, 
and forward generation just takes 
it on without thinking if it’s right 
or wrong. It’s like tradition. It’s 
a foolish thing, but it keeps us 
together so it’s an important thing.

We are Hindu 
so we will 
always say 
that.

Social. 

Culture means what we adapt from the same group. There is the same 
group of Hindu, and I adapt from that, and that is a culture for me. There 
are rituals, laws, work materials, prayers - I think we adapt it from the 
same group and that is culture for me. It is a way of life.

– Keshav, 15

– Anjali, 14

– Rajpal, 20

– Radha, 21

– Punita, 17

– Rachna, 16

Field school 
answer:

traditions and 
identity
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What does happiness
mean to you?

Everyone loves happiness in their 
life. I don’t even know an answer 
for that. It’s hard to define it. My 
family, my friends, and Baba-ji 
make me happy.

You can be 
happy by 
doing things 
that you like. 
I like to draw 
and hang 
out with my 
friends.

Happiness is anything that you 
want to do and when you get to do 
it. Like if I want to watch movies, 
then I am happy. I am happy also 
when I play field hockey.

The more you spread the more you get. Bugging Terry-
Uncle makes me happy, helping, giving without thinking 
I want anything, playing with my brothers and sisters. 
The thing is, if you show you care, it means you don’t. 
For me, just trying to make someone else happy so your 
day goes better is what happiness is really all about. So 
that’s the way I see it.

Helping 
others.

If we help 
someone 
and they get 
happy, it is 
happiness. By 
helping, by 
playing - all 
these things.

– Keshav, 15

– Anjali, 14

In what we 
feel like we 
are happy...  
get love and 
be happy 
playing.

– Rajpal, 20

– Radha, 21– Kiran, 13

– Punita, 17

– Rachna, 16

Field school 
answer:

purpose, 
contentedness 
with one’s self 

and place
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How you would describe the 
atmosphere of India?

In some places you are treated 
good, in some places bad. It’s 
vice-versa. It’s diverse. I think in 
India we mostly have good people. 
I think if you go to a good place 
then you will meet good people, 
but if you go, like, to a weird place 
- I mean to say, some places in 
Delhi - you will get cheated by the 
people or harassment. It’s not a 
bad country, but it’s diverse.

Many types of variances. You can find a village living with 
love and peace and you can find another village fighting 
with each other. In some other places, you can find there 
are many types of rich people, and a place where poor 
people live, so it’s not one type of thing in India.

It really depends. From place to 
place, the time you visit - it’s like 
what you want to see you see. 
So yeah, it’s fun and easygoing, 
sometimes there are big fights, 
so it’s like each and every other 
country. It’s like unity, happiness, 
diversification, multiple things at 
once. So it’s like mixed juice.

It depends on the person. If he’s kindhearted or bad 
tempered. It depends on the people but most of the 
people are caretaking. If in a family someone is not 
feeling well, then the other members will ask him and 
take care of him.

Depends on the situation. So if 
we talk about the social, it’s good 
and bad also. And about the 
environment, the climate is good 
and it has so many seasons. Like 
north region has their own climate 
and the food and culture and 
south is different.

– Anjali, 14

– Keshav, 15

– Rajpal, 20

– Radha, 21

– Punita, 17
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At the end of our time at the Sri Ram 
Ashram, we felt like we had uncovered 
some valuable truths about India 
and its people. However, the most 
important thing we learned was that no 
one person can capture what it is like 
to be a part of India. It takes thousands 
of stories to encapsulate the nature of 
a country and there is no way we could 
hear all of them in just three weeks. We 
did notice some diff erences between 
the way Canadian students perceived 
India and the way the children of the 
Ashram viewed India.

Many of the children said that the 
colour white represented India 
because white symbolized peace. In 
contrast, many of the fi eld school 
students imagined vibrant colours 
like red and orange when they 
thought of India. Vibrant colours 
are often shown in pop culture 
representations of India which may 
explain the fi eld schoolers’ answers. 

In terms of depictions, the majority of 
the fi eld school students thought an 
elephant represented India, while none 
of the children gave that answer. It goes 
to show that everyone has a diff erent 
picture of what India looks like. The 
important part of this project is to 
recognize that there is no one story of 
India, it is the cumulation of diff erent 
experiences. 

With respect to notions of “family” 
the concept of being biologically 
related seemed to be a common theme 
among Canadian students. For many 
Sri Ram Ashram residents, the word 
“family” encompassed love, a sense 
of understanding, and unconditional 
support. None of the residents limited 
“family” to blood relatives. This leaves 
us asking is family defi ned diff erently 
because of cultural diff erences, 
situational diff erences (considering 
the children were separated from their 
biological families) or both?  

Putting a Piece
in the Puzzle
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When it came to defi ning the word 
“culture” there was no black-and-white 
answer for the fi eld school. Canadian 
students had a diffi  cult time defi ning 
the term while many Ashram residents 
defi ned “culture” as their religion. We 
heard many fi eld schoolers mention 
that there is a vast diversity of cultures 
in Canada and no single defi ned 
“Canadian” culture. As well, Canada is a 
much more secular place than India.

When it came to defi ning “happiness” 
the diff erences were fascinating. Many 
Canadian students defi ned “happiness” 
in terms of something internally 
focused, saying it involved having a 
purpose in life, and being at peace with 
themselves. On the contrary, many 
of the Ashram residents described 
happiness from an external point of 
view, stating it comes from helping 
others, being around others, loving and 
being loved, and doing what you enjoy. 
Again, we circle back to questions of 
cultural and situational diff erences.

Despite many of the diff erences, there 
were also similarities between the 
Canadian students’ responses and 
the Ashram residents’. Most notably, 
Canadians thought that cricket was 
the sport that represented India. While 

many of the Ashram residents said fi eld 
hockey due to the fact that it is India’s 
national sport, they did mention that 
cricket is more popular. Canadians 
also mentioned “tiger” as an animal 
representing India, while many of the 
Ashram residents did as well. Both 
groups mentioned spicy when asked 
about food, however the Ashram 
residents couldn’t choose just one food 
to represent their country, whereas 
Canadians chose specifi c Indian dishes, 
such as dhal.

Despite the conclusions that we 
have drawn through this project, we 
recognize that we have a very small 
sample size. Many of the Canadians 
were ages 19-30, and in the same social 
class. The Ashram residents, ages 
8-21, have all grown up at the Sri Ram 
Ashram, which uses a model of care 
that is not necessarily a refl ection of all 
ashrams or all of India, for that matter.  
We hope this project unearths diff erent 
stories of India that are not based on the 
“one size fi ts all” perspective, and goes 
beyond the single story. This is just one 
piece of the puzzle.
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Dhanyavaad
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