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education is the first step towards
self-reliance. “As an old Chinese prov-
erb goes, ‘Give a man a fish, you have
fed him for today; teach a man to fish
and you have fed him for a lifetime’,”
says Faiza, who has partnered with
the Hope Foundation (a subsidiary of
Hope Worldwide) in India to manage
the day-to-day running of the school.
“Mark and Nadine Templer and their
wonderful Hope team were very
excited to help me run the school in
India,” she says, revealing that Hope
Foundation has experience educating
7,000 Indian children to date and pro-
viding vocational education for 7000
young adults in India as well.

On June 14, Faiza, mother Tasneem
and the rest of the Soham team wel-
comed their first 75 children into
the makeshift school premises in
Mallapur, Hyderabad. The children
showed up dressed in their crisp
white button-down shirts, blue-and-
gold ties, skirts/trousers and blue-
and-gold chunnis (for the girls), all
designed by Faiza. The kids, aged
between two and five, will all be edu-
cated till they reach Class 1 level, fol-
lowing which a new preschool batch
will be recruited. “This is how we will
eventually expand to Class 5,” says
%aiza who, though starting small, is
determined to make a difference. “We
eventually plan to expand the school
to Class 12 and eventually find a per-
manent building to move the school
to, with dorms that can also house
orphans who study there.”

Though CEO of Casa Forma, a
property development and interior
design business headquartered in
London, Faiza dedicates a few hours
daily to work on creating awareness
and fundraising for Soham. “My cous-
in Nusrat Abbasi is one of the teach-
ers and I am in constant touch with
both Nadine and Nusrat regarding the
school,” she says, adding, “I worked
with the developer to design the web-
site myself.” Currently, the school is
financed by Faiza’s personal income
and she can support up to 120 chil-
dren till Class 5.

Along with the school’s growth
plans, Faiza has also charted clear
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“Just being with
the children gave
me such a good
feeling that |
decided to do
something for
them,” says Faiza.
Faiza’s inspiration
was her mother
Tasneem (below,
at the school
launch on June
14), who made
regular visits to
orphanages and
schools in poor
areas around
Hyderabad to
donate hygiene
kits, shoes, food
and even cricket
bats/balls.

/ / We want our
) _J students to
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who value people of
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guidelines for the kind of education
she wants to give these children.
“When we started, | felt that (exist-
ing) schools (we visited in Hyder-
abad) were divided on the basis of
religion. At Soham, we will give them
asecular education. Established reli-
gion is something they can all learn
at home,” says Faiza, who considers
Soham an alternative to religion-
based charitable schools. “We want
our students to become open-mind-
ed individuals who value all people
regardless of religion,” she says.

Her life has been a testament to
that belief — though raised in a con-
servative and devout Muslim family,
at 21 she defied tradition and married
college sweetheart Pallak Seth, vice-
chairman of the $500 million House
of Pearl Fashions and PearlPet heir.
“We've been married 12 years and
religion has never become an issue.
We celebrate Diwali, Eid and Christ-
mas,” says Faiza, who has an MBA
from Stanford. “All religions teach
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you the same thing. I do my Arabic
prayers and observe Ramzan — but
all that is more about disciplining
my soul,” she adds. At the school, she
hopes to implement an American-
style curriculum where children
will learn by application and not by
rote, “We don’t shun religion. But we
would rather focus on teaching chil-
dren skills they need to get jobs.”

Faizais encouraged by the response
to the school, having had to increase
her initial headcount of 50 to 75 in
keeping with the demand. “Initial-
ly parents were reluctant to send
their children because they couldn’t
understand why anyone would want
to help them for free,” she says, add-
ing, “When they saw how happy and
healthy our students look, they want-
ed to enrol their children as well,”
she says. ®

A PEOPLE HERO is one who
is elevated from ordinary to
extraordinary by actions which

are both noble and inspirational.
Know a hero? Email suggestions
to letters@peoplemagindia.com
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