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A KISS of change

The Bhubaneswar-based school demonstrates how tribal lives
are being transformed without any government aid

BIBEK
DEBROY

napopularfairy tale,akissturns
a frog into a prince. Recently, I
was fortunate enough to visit
Kalinga Institute of Social Sci-
ences (KISS), in Bhubaneswar:
Most people have heard of KISS and
Achyuta Samanta (the founder of KISS
and KII'T), orshould have. While thereis
a KIIT International School, with some
international students, the core is the
regular KISS school and the associated
KISS collegefor highereducation. KISS
was started in 1993, with 125 tribal stu-
dents and some financial support from
ministry of tribal affairs. Today, there
are 25,000 tribal students, from 62 poor
tribal communities (13 primitive tribal
groups). Most, though not all, are from
Odisha. For these students, who are
poorand first-generationlearners, edu-
cationisfree, from kindergartentopost-
graduation. Since schooling is residen-
tial, board, lodging and healthcare are
also free. Compared to many schools,
private as well as public, the KISS track
record is rather good—gender ratio, re-
tention rates, pass percentages, inte-
gration of vocational education, sports
and extra-curricular activities, More
specifically, the school has 19,057 stu-
dents, 9,044 girls and 10,013 boys. The
college has 5,994 students, 3,204 girls
and 2,790 boys. As news about KISS
spread in the deprived and disadvan-
taged catchment area (Odisha, Jhark-
hand, Chhattisgarh), there has been de-
mand for enrolment in KISS. I was told
therearearound50,000applicants, even
after filtering for poverty.

But there is a reason for that cap of
25,000. This is primarily a private cum
socialinitiative, with verylimited mon-
ey received from governments, Union
or state. While rice is provided by the
state government, this isat APL (above
poverty line), not BPL.(below the pover-
ty line) rates. Most land (80 acres, 1.5
million sq. ft. of built up area)has been
privately acquired, from villagers. The
only exception seems to be some land
given on lease basis to KIIT (one of its

Without KIIT University, there can’t be a KISS—5% of its
turnover is mandatorily donated to KISS. “Profits” from KIIT
are ploughed into KISS. Every KIIT employee contributes 3% of
gross salary and vendors or contractors supplying to the varsity
have to mandatorily contribute 2-3% of profits to KISS

wings), not to KISS. This land was part
of the Chandaka Industrial Estate.
That never took off. There weresick in-
dustriesand plotsof unutilised land ly-
ingaround. Hence, Odisha’s Industrial
Infrastructure Development Corpora-
tion (IDCO) handed over some of this
land to educational institutions, KII'T
being one. Since there are no doles and
handoutsfromoutside, the KISS model
works only if there is internal cross-
subsidisation and that happens to be
from KIIT (Kalinga Institute of Indus-
trial Technology), set up in 1992 with
15,000. But that expansion of the
acronym was in the past. Since 2004,
KIIT has been a university, having first
taken the deemed university route.
KIIT University now has eleven differ-
ent schools, spread over 400 acres and
with 20,000 students. Note thatall these

courses, under-graduateand post-grad-
uate, are“professional”. Youwon'tgoto
KIIT University and study liberal arts.

Other than the HRD ministry, UGC
and AICTE, assorted newspapers and
magazines rate educational institu-
tions. Let's not get into that. For the
same university, ranks can also vary
across different schools. KIIT Univer-
sity isn'tat the very top. (It is certainly
moredifficult toattractgood faculty to
Bhubaneswar. Any good product from
aneducational institution istheresult
of faculty, learning from peers and
tight entry criteria.) But it is rapidly
moving towards the top, especially in
the eastern region, and given its rela-
tive youth, theclimbupthe rankingsis
remarkable. Without KIIT, there can’t
be KISS and that has to do with the in-
novative way of financing KISS—5%
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of KIIT's turnover is mandatorily do-
nated to KISS, like CSR. “Profits” from
KIIT are ploughed into KISS. Every
employee of KIIT contributes 3% of
gross salary towards KISS. Any ven-
dor or contractor who supplies to KIIT
has to mandatorily contribute 2-3% of
profits to KISS. Vocational products
produced in KISS, as outcome of voca-
tional training, fetch some money
(Students retain 50% of profits from
saleof such products). Finally, there is
the channel of pure charitable dona-
tions. These multiple methods are
enough to sustain KISS and it works
far better than public subsidies,
through financing, or even direct pub-
lic provisioning(think of government
schools, colleges and universities).

Why not replicate KISS elsewhere,
ignoring the problem of an inability to
clone Achyuta Samanta? For the
record, KISSdoesplan tosetupbranch-
es in all 30 of Odisha's districts, in 10
states and 10 countries (2 branches in
Bangladesh).Since 2013, there hasbeen
a KISS school in Delhi (Najafgarh),
with 1,200 students, as a JV between
KISS and NCT (National Capital Terri-
tory) government. A KISS school is
about to start in Ranchi. But all these
will perforce deviate from the original
Bhubaneswar model of using KIIT to
cross-subsidise KISS, It isn't that easy
to replicate KIIT everywhere and that
isn't intended either. Therefore, such
other KISS initiatives will have to be
supported by state (or other) govern-
ments, forland, for building infrastrue-
ture and for running expenses. None of
those requirements are significant,
compared to huge sums of money gov-
ernments spend on education, with
limited gains. Nevertheless, that origi-
nal Bhubaneswar idea appeals to me
much more. (I haven't told you about
Achyuta Samanta’s antecedents. It is
quite a story) Someone had the fore-
sight to say—I don't want to go to the
covernment with a begging bowl. Let
me see what I can do, individually and
collectively. Letme bethechangeagent,
instead of perpetually asking govern-
ments to do something. [ don't expect
governments to establish temples to
Lakshmiand Sarasvati. That's the rea-
son KISS is precious.
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