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Near the end of April of 2015, students of the twenty-third batch of the 

post-graduate program at the Centre for Research and Education for Social 

Transformation in the city of Calicut in Kerala, India, were taking their final 

examinations and preparing to graduate from this five-month residential program. 

The Post-Graduate Certificate Course for Professional Development accepts 

forty students for each ‘batch’, of which the majority of available spots are 

reserved for students identified as Scheduled Castes (SC) and Tribes (ST), 

official government designations given to oppressed and marginalized groups 

affected by British rule and the caste system in India (Steur, 2009). CREST’s 

post-graduate program is designed to provide skills and employability training 

through intensive programs for these students to assist them in securing future 

employment beyond positions reserved for SC/ST members through India’s 

affirmative action policies (Nampoothiri, 2013). The students who attend CREST 

affectionately refer to themselves as Crestians. 

The students are already academically accomplished, many having 

completed their Masters in Engineering (M. Tech) or a Masters of Business 

Administration (MBA), a few pursuing further education following their Bachelor’s 

degree in Computer Science, the Arts, Biology, or Medicine. They came to 

CREST to continue their learning at an institution that would give them the skills 

to enter the job market, where they were having difficulty doing so. During our 

time with the students at CREST we learned about their difficult experiences in 

the educational system in Kerala – stories of discrimination and anger, and 

stories of the students’ hopes and dreams. 
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The Kerala Model 

 

Kerala state has represented an ideal for development strategies in India. 

Known as ‘the Kerala model’, this southwest state exhibited unusually high levels 

of social development such as almost universal literacy and education, 

decreasing infant and maternal mortality rates, and a public health system, 

despite having extremely low levels of economic development and political 

instability (Devika, 2010; Steur, 2009). Additionally, as one of the only places in 

the world to democratically elect a Communist Government in 1957, Kerala is, 

socially and politically, a unique place.  

In the education sector, Kerala has continued to be a model for successful 

development. Scholarly research confirms this, touting that Kerala has reached 

all of the Millennium goals set for education1 (George, 2004). The success of the 

public education system was often spoken about with my colleagues and myself 

whenever we described our work to a new friend in Kerala. The advantages of 

the Kerala model of development were extended to all citizens, but the 

successful system that is so often spoken of has failed to ensure the success of 

ST and SC students. The structure and leaders of Kerala’s social democratic 

egalitarian developmentalist government pushed an anti-caste agenda, but 

disadvantaged communities continue to see caste inequalities, contentious land 

ownership, and barriers to educational success (Steur, 2009, George, 2004, 

Devika, 2010, Nampoothiri, 2013).  

                                            
1 http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/education.shtml 
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CREST was formed as an institute, the Centre for Excellence, within the 

Indian Institute of Management, a highly respected post-secondary institution 

with campuses across India. The Centre for Excellence was renamed CREST 

and founded as an autonomous organization under the Government of Kerala, 

Faculty members are experts in sociology and anthropology, social work, 

economics, entrepreneurship, quantitative sciences and more. Aside from the 

five-month residential program that this paper explores, CREST also provides 

academic enrichment programs for secondary level ST boys, and orientation 

programs for new students entering Engineering colleges in Calicut. These 

programs were specifically designed with SC and ST students in mind. They 

provide skills and experiences that these students were denied by the 

educational system, and provide an opportunity for them to become successful 

new professionals. Through its training program, CREST attempts to address 

caste inequalities that are deeply engrained in social institutions in India.  

For an entire week at the end of the post-graduate professional 

development certification program, the CREST students partake in written, oral, 

and technical examinations to evaluate their progress through the program and 

readiness for employment. In between their exams, the students studied, played 

games in the CREST courtyard, and engaged with us, a small group of University 

of Toronto anthropology students.  

As part of a socio-cultural anthropology undergraduate degree program at 

the University of Toronto, I was granted the opportunity to travel to Kerala, a 

state in Southwestern India for eight weeks in the early summer of 2015. The 
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chance to ‘do’ anthropology in a real field site and explore issues in education, a 

professional interest of mine, in an international context was thrilling. My 

colleagues also brought their own academic and professional interests to India, a 

range that informed and guided our experiences and analyses, and assisted us 

in unpacking what we were seeing from various perspectives. For me, our trip to 

India was both an immersive learning experience about systematic inequality and 

oppression in the education and employment markets in India, and a lesson in 

reflexivity as I developed new perspectives on access and opportunity in higher 

education in Canada.  

This paper will outline my experiences and observations at CREST and 

share how the students I met describe the impact CREST had on their lives using 

excerpts from my ethnographic field notes, which include both participant-

observations, small group discussions, and individual interviews. I will use this 

information, informed by anthropological theory, to analyze how the CREST 

curriculum assists the students in setting goals and finding employment, and 

reflect on CREST’s ongoing work to combat systemic caste-based oppression in 

education and employment in India. 

 

Methods 

 

The opportunity to conduct original ethnographic research in an 

undergraduate degree program is rarely afforded. To prepare for this project, my 

colleagues and I had to draw upon theoretical introductions to ethnographic 
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methodologies we had been exposed to in our classes. Our research group was 

also briefed on the social, cultural, and political history of the area we were 

travelling to, emphasizing particularly the educational system in Kerala. We used 

this background information to prepare for the trip and inform our pre-departure 

reflections. 

At CREST, our main ethnographic methodology was participant-

observation. We participated in CREST programs alongside the students, which 

helped us to understand the impact of the programming and what was being 

asked of the students. Through our participation in these programs, the students 

felt very comfortable with us – we would often be their partners in group 

activities, and they would actively include us in their conversations. Building 

these relationships as a group helped us relate to the students and made 

requesting interviews very easy.  

Each researcher conducted interviews with various students to learn their 

specific story. These interviews were informal, to ensure the comfort of the 

students at all times. We spoke about their families, their friends, what they want 

to do when they go back home, what attending university was like and more. 

They wanted to hear about our stories as well; They wanted to know about 

Canada, what we study at school, what we want to do, how many brothers or 

sisters we have, and always, if we liked the food in Kerala.  

Each day I found a moment to quietly write field notes based on my 

memories from the morning, and again in the evening when we returned to the 

student hostel. While writing from memory, I was able to begin to analyze my 



 
 

 7 

field notes, drawing connections between different activities on different days, 

and between conversations had with different students. Conducting qualitative 

research produces rich stories that can be analyzed and understood as part of a 

larger cultural and social phenomenon.  

 

Life at CREST 

 

 Most students who came to study at CREST for five months were from the 

state of Kerala, but their families lived many hours away. Very few students lived 

in the city of Calicut, where CREST is located, and could see their families during 

the five-month program. The students all lived together, female students in a 

student ‘hostel’ a short walk or bus ride from CREST. The hostel was located on 

a small street surrounded by many large, well-kept homes. The hostel’s secluded 

corner of the street was quiet, a welcome contrast to the main road a short walk 

away – always full of dense traffic and car horns, except for one day of our stay, 

a National Transit Strike Day, when no local transit including buses or 

autorickshaws were on the road. The “Mother” of the hostel, a neighbour, 

managed the hostel, cooking meals, providing supervision and some discipline. 

We stayed on the main floor of the hostel, in a flat shared with other CREST 

faculty working on a new CREST program, an academic enrichment camp for 

adolescent boys. The male CREST students reside in a separate home rented 

for them by CREST. A staff member at CREST explained that it was quite difficult 
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to find accommodations for a group of ‘bachelors’. The male students did not 

have an equivalent of the ‘mother’ that supervised the female students. 

 When we met the CREST students, they were completing their final 

examinations, and preparing to participate in a ‘theatre workshop’. There was 

very little explanation of what this weeklong ‘workshop’ would entail, so we 

followed along with the students to participate and learn from the program. The 

female students we lived with were jovial about the completion of their exams 

and the fun week ahead of them. They explained that the week would conclude 

with a performance for their friends, family, and CREST staff. In the nights before 

the theatre workshop began it was obvious that the stresses of academics, oral 

evaluations and written exams were long gone as the students played games 

with us, danced, hugged, and enjoyed each others company. In the mornings, 

the ladies would sing while they prepared for the day, chai was generously 

poured, and we journeyed together to the Christian convent that provided space 

for the students to work.  

 The inevitable departure at the end of the theatre workshop week made 

the students particularly reflective about their experiences at CREST and with 

each other. This group of students was incredibly cohesive and bonded, 

displaying physical affection and obvious gratitude for their relationships with one 

another. It was clear that the CREST program was a unique experience for these 

students, who felt a connection with each other deeper than friendship.  
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The Theatre Workshop 

 

What is a ‘Theatre Workshop’? I couldn’t stop thinking about this last night 

as we were packing our bags before bed. When we arrived this morning, the 

students seemed to know exactly what they were doing, and invited us to sit with 

them and read before the day would start. We sat directly under the ceiling fans 

as a group because, well…summer in India. The theatre workshop is taking 

place in a large meeting space at a Christian Convent. The campus of the 

convent is beautiful, lush with trees and flowers and is very quiet. The sisters 

walk by and peek into the room to see who is there every once in a while.  

Niraj walked in soon after with a woman I hadn’t met yet. She has the 

most incredible earrings and is tall. Her presence is commanding. Niraj 

introduces her as Priyanka. She is an arts therapist and performer from a drama 

collective in Bangalore called Purple Mangoes. She’s recently been accepted to 

a prestigious drama school in England – all of the students burst into applause 

and cheer when they hear this.  

 

Niraj is a very good public speaker. The students literally hang onto his 

every word. He looks at the group: 

 “I see here, 40 students. The same size as your college graduating classes. But 

here, I see 40 friends. What is different about the people you sit here with?”  

Some of the more outspoken students offer: 

“We know both sides of each other – our education and our caste”  
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“We have a better understanding of each other and have closer relationships.” 

Niraj continues: 

“Think back to day 1. How do you feel today, in your last week?” 

“I am confident. I am with friends.” 

 

Priyanka begins to introduce the plan for the week. Today will be mainly 

discussion based, so she can get to know the group and we can be comfortable 

with her. The first activity, she says, is important. It will guide all of our activities 

for the rest of the week. She instructs us to gather around a massive poster 

taped to the ground. She recruits students to help her draw two large circles, 

divided into 4 quarters, like a Mandala. She explains that the center circle will 

hold our core values, and the 4 quadrants will hold our strengths, weaknesses, 

expectations, and guides. She invites students to write their responses to each 

category on the poster. The students were immediately participating, which was 

surprising. Yesterday, Niraj told us to pay particular attention to the quieter 

students, to get them to participate – it was difficult to determine who was quiet, 

as all of the students were engaged, involved, and participating.  

The students wrote things like their language skills or procrastination in 

the weaknesses quadrant, and identified their group unity as their major strength. 

My gut reaction to the word weakness is negative – I’m used to this being framed 

as an ‘area of improvement’. Some students wrote that their sensitivity was their 

weakness, or that their emotions got in the way of their job. I’m interested to learn 



 
 

 11 

more about how these qualities are framed as negative and something they need 

to rid themselves of.  (Excerpt from field notes – April 25, 2015) 

 

The rest of the first day at the theatre workshop included more exercises 

similar to the Mandala activity. The students were asked to reflect upon and write 

down their employment goals, listing what they were already good at, what they 

still needed to learn, and who can help them get there. This activity was done on 

paper we cut in the shape of a hand, and then we taped them to a wall all 

together as if the hands were linked. In this small group discussion, I found that 

the students were really struggling to identify what they were already good at in 

terms of their career goals.  

For the remainder of the week, we spent our days dancing, singing, using 

found materials in our space and the structures around us as musical 

instruments, miming, and sharing. With only a few days left in the workshop, 

Priyanka told us we were going to be performing for faculty and staff from 

CREST, and that the students were going to write the play themselves. We 

began that afternoon to put together scenes based on the student’s experiences 

with caste and oppression. The conversation leading up to this activity was not 

well received. Niraj and Priyanka probed – “what connects all of you, that makes 

you unique as a group.” The students identified everything other than caste. They 

probed again – “What about something that sometimes makes you feel left out?” 

The students seemed confused, because at CREST, they didn’t feel left out. 

They had just spent five months together, feeling enormous amounts of inclusion, 
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every single day. Niraj had to candidly introduce the conversation of caste, 

because the students did not seem to want to discuss it. When we split into 

smaller groups, I was with 4 other women, and their stories were powerful.  

Asmitha, an MBA graduate, told me about an experience in her 

undergraduate degree, when she moved into a new homestay with two friends 

near their college. When they arrived, the host asked them their names, religions 

and castes, basic identifying information. Asmitha’s friends were in a caste 

considered ‘higher’ than Asmitha’s and were warmly welcomed by the host. 

When Asmitha revealed her caste identity, she said that the host began to 

immediately treat her differently. Asmitha was told she was not allowed to use 

the bathroom inside the house, that she must go outside and use the bathroom in 

the garden. One day, when it was raining outside and Asmitha used the 

bathroom in the house instead of running through the rain to the garden 

bathroom, she later found the host scrubbing the floor. 

Amal was very shy and nervous to talk about caste. She often would 

reveal very short pieces of her story to me through whispers after we had been 

sitting together and talking for a while. She showed me she trusted me by sitting 

with me and holding my hand. She told me that she had always been told not to 

tell people what caste she was because she would get made fun of. When she 

started attending college she was ridiculed for her clothes at a University office 

when she was collecting the monthly stipend given to students from Scheduled 

Castes/Scheduled Tribes.  
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Priyanka took stories like Asmitha’s and Amal’s and turned them into a 

narrative about birds – birds who looked the same, but some were labeled as 

different. The birds struggled with body image issues, education, marriage, and 

more – all issues that the students had brought up in their stories through 

experiences of caste oppression. When the students saw their stories translated 

into a play, they were ecstatic to join and perform, and the show started to come 

to life. The performance ended with the students effectively challenging and 

disrupting the oppressive practices within the bird community by coming together 

as a community and celebrating diversity.  

The most interesting contrast for me in the seven days spent exploring 

caste issues is how difficult it was for the students to discuss caste in a normal 

discussion, compared to how openly and passionately they acted out their 

experiences of oppression through theatre. This, combined with the students 

testimony of their increased confidence and changed personalities due their time 

at CREST made me think about how these students are incorporating lessons 

learned at CREST into their understandings of their identities and how these 

identities are performed in different contexts. My first question was how does 

CREST programming contribute to identity development of these students? 

 

Social and Cultural Capital 

 

Much of CREST’s programming is build upon the foundation of Bourdieu’s 

forms of capital – the networks, communities and experiences we have 
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contribute to the capital we can accumulate that affects the way we interact with 

and navigate society (Bourdieu, 1986). The students of CREST are believed to 

lack the connections, experiences, and communities that employers value as 

indicators of success. Professor DD. Nampoothiri, the Executive Director of 

CREST, explores the role of Social and Cultural Capital in CREST’s programs 

using frameworks by Pierre Bourdieu, James Coleman and Robert Putnam in his 

work, Confronting Social Exclusion: A Critical Review of the CREST Experience. 

Economic and social inequalities affect students in the classroom as they are 

reproduced and interpreted as educational inequalities. When students are 

unable to access the knowledge provided in education because they lack the 

capital that education is designed to serve, barriers to success and further 

education continue to build (Nampoothiri, 2013).  The importance of social capital 

lies in that it provides access to other kinds of capital. If social capital is lacking, 

the ability to acquire further capital is limited. Focus groups conducted by CREST 

found that the students felt they could not adapt to an academic environment 

where their peers had better communication skills, mentorship from their parents 

who had attended college, and confidence to participate in co-curricular activities 

on campus. Students also reported that dress appearance and social etiquette 

contributed to discrimination on campus and facilitated the creation of bounded 

Dalit (SC) social groups (Nampoothiri, 2013).  

The role of CREST is to provide opportunities and education for students 

to acquire the capital that the public education system they participated in denied 

them. Through individualized learning programs, intentional curriculum 
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development and creating a supportive peer network, CREST’s program 

contributes directly to the development of student confidence and 

communication, areas of social capital that should enable students to pursue 

employment successfully. I was still curious, however, about how students would 

navigate the social world with this new CREST identity in tow. Within CREST, a 

supportive family constantly surrounds the students. Together, in solidarity, they 

work towards brighter futures. The rest of the world is not so kind.  

College students experience identity development in their formative early 

adulthood years. CREST programming is designed to attend to this, including 

programs called “Personality Development” in the curriculum. This is amplified, I 

think, by the fact that CREST is a residential program, wherein most students are 

separated from their families and other social networks for the duration of the 

program. Their CREST identity becomes entirely associated with the people and 

space of CREST, and their home (or caste) identity is gently replaced.  

Mark Orbe (2004) investigates this identity navigation in his study of First-

Generation College students at a University in the United States. While not 

always the case, first-generation college students are often associated with 

‘disadvantaged communities’, coming from networks with social capital that does 

not align with that of higher education. However, as first-generation college 

students spend more time in the community and networks of higher education, 

the values and the practices of the college community begin to influence the 

students identity, creating a dual identity that the student navigates based on 
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location – home, with their family and pre-college networks, and at school, a 

location that requires them to ‘turn on’ their college skills (Orbe, 2004). 

For the CREST students, portraying their confidence and enthusiasm for 

achieving goals was important. From daily inspirational quotes on the wall about 

reaching your goals, and talk of ‘grabbing your opportunities’, the future was an 

important part of their present lives. Discussing their backgrounds, as observed 

during my time there, was not as prevalent, except when passionately presented 

as part of a theatrical performance. The Theatre Workshop was an experiment in 

dramatic teaching and anti-oppressive learning (Edmiston, 2012). Working in a 

supportive group and providing a safe space where the students could break the 

status quo of discussing caste, without personalizing it (through the dramatic 

performance) allowed the students to explore their identities and learn about 

oppression.  

For students leaving CREST and entering the employment market, they 

have the skills, confidence, and desire to be successful. CREST provided them 

with a space to explore and develop that part of their identity. The challenge, I 

believe, for CREST students will be to navigate a social world that does not aim 

to support and include them. CREST students maintain the community of their 

CREST brothers and sisters through constant contact, either visiting each other, 

or communicating online. This is extended to my colleagues and I as we continue 

to hear from our friends in Kerala and receive updates on their lives. What I 

learned through this experience is that combating oppression and systemic 

violence is difficult, not always successful, and difficult to measure. What can be 
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measured is the testimony of CREST participants, and the evidence of their 

passion, excitement, and confidence through their dramatic performance and 

dedication to their CREST friendships. The Crestian identity remains as a 

memory of a truly transformative experience and inspiration to reach out and 

grab opportunities.  
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