
LOCAL NEWS

8    Nepean-Barrhaven EMC - Thursday, September 30, 2010

Nepean teen joins others to Free the Children
By Steph Willems
swillems@theemc.ca

EMC News - When you’re 
15 years old, it is sometimes 
hard to see beyond the walls 
of your high school. With 
so many immediate social 
and educational challenges 
to tackle, the problems of 
kids half a world away of-
ten don’t warrant a second 
thought.

Anisha Dhalla isn’t one 
of those people. The Cen-
trepointe teen recently 
returned from a trip to In-
dia where she worked as a 
volunteer for Free the Chil-
dren, helping to construct 
a primary school for chil-
dren whose most pressing 
needs include food and 
literacy.

It wasn’t the first time 
Anisha has gone overseas 
to perform humanitar-
ian work. In the summer of 
2009, the Elmwood School 
student accompanied her 
older sister Sophia on an-
other Free the Children trip 
to construct a school in Ke-
nya.

Both sisters are deeply 
involved in what they do. 
Sophia was head of the Am-
nesty International Club at 
the school, and Anisha – 
who has always been inter-
ested in charity work – took 
on a humanitarian role fol-
lowing a Free the Children 
presentation at Elmwood.

“I attended a workshop 
in Grade 9, and afterwards 
gave them my e-mail,” she 
said. “I then decided to go 
on the trip to Kenya in the 
summer of ’09.”

Because she wanted to 
deliver money to sustain 
the school in India, Anisha 
began actively fundraising, 
ultimately surpassing her 
goal of $2,500.

The group of 20 who 
traveled to Kenya and the 
12 who went to India came 

mainly from the Vancou-
ver and Toronto areas. Be-
ing confronted with such a 
different geographical and 
cultural landscape was a 
learning experience, how-
ever, the similarities be-
tween those cultures and 
hers quickly became obvi-
ous to Anisha.

“Kids are the same every-
where – they want to have 
a good time, and be loved,” 
she said. “They were so 
thankful for the opportu-

nity to be educated.”
Before Free the Children 

constructed a school in the 
small Indian village locat-
ed high in the mountains, 
nearly all of the kids in 
the area were illiterate. To 
bridge the language barrier, 
the volunteers were given 
Hindi lessons every day for 
the two and a half weeks 
they were in India.

The volunteers were 
mainly youth in their mid to 
late teens, who were quick-

ly put to work constructing 
the schools – hauling bricks, 
breaking rocks, digging the 
foundation. All the while 
the group interacted with 
the kids, who sometimes 
offered to help build the 
classroom that they would 
soon be learning in.

“It teaches them leader-
ship,” said Anisha’s mother, 
Sahira Charania. “They 
form a bond with the kids, 
seeing how they lived and 
their homes. In these villag-
es people are lucky to have 
one light bulb in their hut, 
but everyone smiles, every-
one’s happy.”

Ms. Charania came to 
Canada as a Ugandan refu-
gee in 1972, her husband 
from Tanzania. Together 
they worked their way up to 
provide their children with 
opportunities that so many 
kids in their home countries 
don’t have access to. Both 
realized the importance of 
allowing their daughters to 
go to Kenya and India and 
work amongst children in 
need.

“One night after a day 
of hard work the group 
was taken to a restaurant 
and split into three groups 
– high, middle and low,” 
explained Ms. Charania. 
“The high group was given 
plates and plates of food; 
the middle group was given 
[modest] portions. She was 
in the low group…and had 

to sit on the floor and watch 
everyone else eat and drink. 
Afterwards, they were given 
one plate of leftovers to 
share amongst them and 
eat with their hands. She 
told me that food had never 
tasted so good.”

Exercises like that, cou-
pled with the experience 
of working amongst locals, 
gave the Canadian kids a 
taste of what living in those 
regions is like. Those experi-
ences led Anisha and three 
friends to form a Free the 
Children Club at Elmwood 
School; their first meeting 
was held on Monday.

On Sept. 30, Anisha trav-
eled to Toronto, where she 
served as a ‘crowd pumper’ 
for 18,000 kids gathering 
for Me to We Day, a Free the 
Children gathering featur-
ing singers and speakers, 
including founder Craig 
Kielburger.

The lasting friendships 
gained from the two trips 
has compelled Anisha to 
look into other volunteer 
trips. Equador and China 
are two destinations she 
would like visit. 

Her education might al-
low her to do more good 
work in the future – she is 
considering pursuing med-
ical training following high 
school, and, if successful in 
becoming a doctor, plans to 
put her skills to good use in 
developing countries.

Anisha Dhalla, 15, is seen in rural India with children she helped during a Free the 
Children trip this summer. The group helped construct a school to spread literacy to 
local children.
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