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Meru foundation strives to fill gap in cultural education
By Christine Walsh 

LEXINGTON, Mass. — During a yearlong sabbatical studying the education system in New Delhi, India, Vanita Shastri found that one of the biggest gaps between rich and poor schools was access to computers. 

Striving to close the "digital divide," Shastri helped train teachers, develop a technology curriculum and set up a computer learning center. 

When the time came for Shastri to ponder what she would do when she returned to the United States, she realized that, while Indian-American children know plenty about computers, there is another area of education in which they are lacking: culture. 

Born from that idea is the new Meru Education Foundation, which will begin working in earnest this summer to bring Indian languages, arts and culture to children and adults. 

The foundation is bringing in renowned Indian scholars for a three-week session this summer in which children will attend day camp and adults will attend evening lectures. 

At Camp Meru, children ages 10 to 17 will be introduced to Sanskrit and Hindi, music theory, literature, theater, yoga and geography. 

Summit Meru, for adults, will offer lessons on classical Indian literature, music theory and appreciation and aesthetics. 

"We're basically trying to create and fuel curiosity in Indian heritage amongst the Indian young people here and second-generation Indian-Americans," said Shastri, who was born near Pune. "We want to bring a sheer joy of learning about a very rich tradition." 

A political economist and educator with a Ph.D. from Cornell University, Shastri began working full-time for the Meru foundation when she returned home from India in April. Her husband, Shekhar Shastri, an entrepreneur and trained classical Indian musician, is the group's co-founder. 

The non-profit group has a core team of five members and an advisory committee. They are working to build relationships with artists, teachers, scholars, authors, social workers and other non-profit organizations. 

Vanita Shastri has been talking to teachers in her hometown of Lexington about the idea of having the foundation develop an Indian-culture curriculum for the public schools. 

Planning for the camp and summit — the foundation's first major program — began while Shastri was in India. As a classical Indian dancer, she was able to establish contacts with the country's cultural leaders. 

"We said, first, we must really get the top people, the great scholars and speakers" to lead courses, she said. 

For one offering, Shastri landed Kapila Vatsyayan, the founder and director of the Indira Gandhi National Center for the Arts, a 73-year-old woman who rarely travels. Vatsyayan will conduct two sessions for adults on the theory of aesthetics — including music, dance and architecture — on Aug. 15 and 16 at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. 

Vatsyayan is a "living legend," said Cecelia Levin, a museum official. Levin said her Ph.D. and subsequent research were inspired by Vatsyayan's writings on the arts of India. 

The other speakers are Subhash Kak, a Louisiana State University professor and Vedic scholar; Vempati Kutumb Sastry, director of the National Sanskrit Institutes in India; and Mukund Lath, a professor of history and Indian culture at the University of Jaipur in Rajasthan. 

Kak and Sastry will teach a three-part course on classical Indian writings. The course will explore the works of Sanskrit playwright Kalidasa and the relevance of Indian scientific literature to modern science. The course will be held on July 29, 30 and 31 at the Weston Public Library. 

In another three-session course, Lath, a trained singer and musicologist, will introduce participants to the melodic and rhythmic structures of Indian music. The course will be held on Aug. 6, 7 and 8 at the Weston Public Library. 

All speakers will also be working with children at the day camp. The camp will be held from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m., Monday through Friday, from July 29 to Aug. 16 at Ottoson Middle School in Arlington, Mass. 

A graduation ceremony will be held from 10:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. Aug. 17 at the National Heritage Museum in Lexington. Vatsyayan will give the keynote address. 

Shastri said she hopes Camp Meru will give children an appreciation of how various Indian traditions are linked. 

"It will be very exciting for the kids to study language, literature and arts about India," she said. "It's something that they've not had access to otherwise … We're hoping to tie all this up and make it contemporary, as well: How does all that relate to our lives here or in India?" 

Shastri's own children, Veda, 14, and Kartik, 12, will attend the camp. They joined their mother in India and learned Hindi and Sanskrit while in a school there, Shastri said. 

Tuition for the camp costs $200 for one week, $350 for two weeks and $500 for three weeks if registration is complete by June 30. Otherwise, it costs $250 for one week, $475 for two weeks and $700 for three weeks. There is a discount for two children from the same family. 

For information about the Meru Education Foundation's camp and summit, visit www.merufoundation.org. 



