HOW 10 GIVE
UNRDERSERVED
STUDERTS THE
SPARK 10 REALISE

THEIR DREAMS

PARIDHI LATAWA IS 16 YEARS OLD AND
FOUNDER OF SparkED, A STUDENT-LED
INITIATIVE THAT AIMS TO ‘EMPOWER,
EDUCATE AND ENABLE’ UNDERSERVED
STUDENTS ALL OVER THE WORLD.
PARIDHI TELLS US HOW SHE LAUNCHED
SUCH AN AMBITIOUS PROJECT WHEN
SHE WAS IN TENTH GRADE

Paridhi visits a school in a low-income district in Asia.

TITLE1SCHOOLS PROVIDE STUDENTS IN THE US WITH
EXTRA INSTRUCTIONAL SUPPORT BEYOND THE REGULAR
CLASSROOM TO HELP LOW-ACHIEVING CHILDREN

MEET STATE STANDARDS IN CORE ACADEMIC SUBJECTS.
HOW AND WHY DID YOU END UP MENTORING AT TITLE 1
ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS?

Inspired by a senior high school student mentor who had worked
passionately with low-income communities, | was put into contact with
leaders and principals at low-income Title 1 schools when | was in 9th grade.
We were invited to lead science experiments and interactive activities, and
provide mentorship for science fair projects. At least 40% of students at
Title 1 schools come from low-income backgrounds. My involvement meant
| experienced first-hand how minimal support from volunteers, beyond
classroom learning, can satisfy students’ intellectual curiosity and stimulate

a lifelong passion for learning.

WHY ARE YOU SO PASSIONATE ABOUT SUPPORTING
UNDERSERVED STUDENTS?

When | visited schools in low socio-economic areas in Asia, | found that
students from low-income families were keen to attend a community
college to become career savvy and find decent jobs to provide financial

stability to their families, but they seemed directionless. With numerous

06

| socio-economic factors working against them, these young minds were

not being provided the support they need, and yet their desire to learn was

| incredibly evident. This deep realisation inspired me to share resources that

| am fortunate to have with students in need.

Further, with rapid technological advances, it comes as no shock that
85% of the future jobs haven’t been invented yet'. This is why it’s vital to
connect youth with current leaders to understand the impact of these
advances on their career prospects. Unfortunately, educational barriers
are still prevalent, as only 25% of first-generation students attend
four-year institutions?. | feel fulfilled, happy and fortunate to be able to
make even a small but meaningful contribution to the lives and careers of

underserved students.

1) https://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2017/07/14/85-of -jobs-that-will-exist-
in-2030-haven-t-been-invented-yet-d_a_23030098/
2) https://pnpi.org/first-generation-students/

IN YOUR VIEW, WHAT DO UNDERSERVED STUDENTS NEED

TO BE ABLE TO ACCESS THE SAME OPPORTUNITIES AS

STUDENTS FROM MORE PRIVILEGED BACKGROUNDS?

- Equal opportunities

- Adequate resources to pursue those opportunities

- Mentors, guidance, role models to guide students into those opportunities
and towards the resources

- Strong support networks that allow students to take risks, pursue new and

different opportunities and explore different career options.

SparkED is unique in its ability to plug the information gap information for
underserved youth by offering omnidirectional support and free resources
in various convenient forms, and with the help of experienced professionals
and mentors from multiple professional and educational fields. When | say
‘convenient forms’, | mean our speaker series, panels, summits, tutoring
and mentoring services, books, and science and experiment kits for

elementary students.

WHERE DID THE IDEA FOR SparkED COME FROM AND HOW
DID YOU GO ABOUT SETTING IT UP?

Growing up, | was always aware of the disparities that exist in this world, in
terms of resources and opportunities for the underserved. In the final year
of middle school, when | learned that volunteer support played a crucial
role in increasing educational equity and scientific literacy, especially in
underserved communities, | decided to pursue this further. What began as
simple webinars/events has now turned into a global initiative empowering

youth changemakers!



SparkED OFFERS TUTORING, MENTORSHIP PROGRAMMES,
WEBINARS, AND MUCH MORE, AND OVER 1,500 STUDENTS
HAVE BENEFITED FROM THESE SERVICES. HOW DO YOU
KNOW YOU ARE REACHING THE STUDENTS THAT NEED A
SUPPORT NETWORK THE MOST?

Testimonials from attendees and encouragement from mentors have
shown that we have been successful in attaining our goals. For example,
one student wrote: “As someone interested in STEM, this panel helped me
feel more confident about what steps to take to apply to colleges.” Also,
through the generous partnerships and professional support, we have been
able to offer resources worth around $50,000. We're also working on
providing grants for kits, books and awards for a STEM summer robotics
academy for Title 1schools in Austin, Texas, and planning training sessions

for teachers in a rural school in Asia.

WHICH OF SparkED’s MANY ACHIEVEMENTS ARE YOU
PROUD OF MOST AND WHY?

| feel very proud to be able to spread the positive impact of SparkED’s work
through its many partnerships and chapters [local groups within a larger
network or organisation]. SparkED is able to build such partnerships due

to the value the community sees in the service SparkED is providing. The
virtual nature of our events, especially during the pandemic, has helped the

spread of our services beyond Texas to 14 US states and 11 countries.

My efforts received a boost when a few volunteers approached me and
requested that | help them start chapters in Michigan and Round Rock
in the US. One of the chapters focused on tutoring elementary school

students impacted by remote schooling during the pandemic.

We're preparing for our annual summer conference in July, which
will include workshops, keynotes and webinars on business, STEM
and entrepreneurship. Beyond that we're also planning tech-literacy
summits for underserved schools and scholarships for motivated,

underserved students.

WHAT ARE YOUR HOPES FOR THE FUTURE FOR SparkED?
Moving forward, | hope to continue building an inclusive, educationally
literate community that is able to pursue its dreams despite economic

hardships or social challenges.
I finish high school in 2022 and plan to go to college, so I'll continue my
work with elementary, middle and high schools but will expand SparkED’s

reach to include college and post-graduate students.

Operationally, I'd like to have separate foci for schools, colleges and the
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Paridhi was awarded the Texas Student Hero Award by the Texas Education
Agency. © LASA High School

workplace, and offer specialisms i.e. business, science, social science,
etc. I'd also like to expand and set up international chapters, especially
in developing countries, which link up to chapters that have more
resources in developing countries. So far, we've been able to operate
with minimal funding. We’re now applying for grants and sponsorship
so that SparkED can grow and increase its positive impact in local and

international communities.

FINALLY, WHAT HAS LIFE TAUGHT YOU SO FAR?

Life has taught me to be grateful for the resources | have, to work hard to
make best use of these resources, and to share these resources with others
in need. Establishing SparkED has been a tremendous learning experience
for me. As the founder of SparkED, my aim was always to promote
collaboration through a global team. This has led to lots of challenges but
I've managed to turn these challenges into team-building and learning
opportunities. SparkED has also given me experience in finance, operations

and law.

I've learned that the world is there, ready to help you, if you try.

GET INVOLVED I SparkEDs FREE
ARNRUAL CORFERENCE On 24 JuLy

To register, visit:

tinyurl.com/sparkedsummer2021

For more info, visit:

www.sparkedorg.com/summer-virtual-conference

www.sparkedorg.com

www.instagram.com/sparkedorg
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