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Nine year old Roshini Ravi looks at the printout in her hand and repeats in her head what she sees.... c-a-c-o-g-r-a-p-h-y.  It means bad handwriting or bad spelling and that is exactly what she is trying to avoid as she prepares for an upcoming spelling bee contest.  She is one the 8000 plus children of Indian origin who is participating in annual fundraising academic contests organized the North South Foundation (NSF) all over the United States at more than 60 locations.  NSF is a non-profit organization founded by Ratnam Chitturi of Illinois in 1989 to provide scholarships to bright, but underprivileged students in India.  Activities of this foundation panned into conducting academic contests in 1993 and more than 60 regional chapters now conduct essay writing, public speaking, math, spelling, vocabulary and geography bee contests for pre-K to high school children.
 NSF is run by volunteers in the US and in India and use two thirds of the participation fee to support scholarships all over India.  It has given more than 3500 scholarships  to date through its 17 centers in India.
 “These contests helped me to improve my language skills” said 10 year old Alap Sahoo who is a 5th grader at St JohnsLutheranSchool.  He won second prize in four regional NSF contests last year.  “It is fun and exciting to compete with peers in these contests”, said, Shreya Banerjee, 11, “and winning is an incentive to participate every year.  This 5th grader at RonaldReganElementary School won spelling and math bee contests in 2007.  Nine year old Manooshree Patel from the same school is another star both at NSF and Kern Co contests.  “I learn words that are beyond my grade level and that helps me with my homework and weekly tests at school” said Patel who is in 4th grade.
 Bakersfield chapter was started seven years ago by Janardhan Grandhe, who said that a big organization like NSF makes it easy for those who want to help others.  Grandhe received a call from NSF when his daughter, Siri, appeared on Jay Leno show and Nickelodeon for her spelling and math talents.  Kanna Meyyappan, past coordinator of the local chapter, said that these contests helped rise the standard of the local talent and enabled them to participate in the national arena.  “Several kids don’t realize the magnitude of preparation for SAT until it is too late.” said Meyyappan, whose daughter Deepa and Jotthe won several contests in and outside NSF at different levels.  “By simply participating in these contests, kids get the opportunity to learn at least 1000 words each year and are better prepared for SAT.” added Kannappan.

This year’s contests will be conducted on Saturday 26 April at ChristaMcAuliffeElementary School.  Anyone interested in supporting or volunteering for the event could contact the new coordinator Surendra Dara at 345-8430.
 Surendra Dara is an entomologist and founder of Laugh To Live (www.laughtolive.org).
