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JOURNALISM OF COURAGE

SIKAR

In two lanes, a growing

PARULKULSHRESTHA

T 730 pm on a weekday, a sea

of azure, midnightblue and leaf

green T-shirts pours out of two

congested adjacent streets.
Students of Sikar’s coaching centres, the
names emblazoned on the back of their
poloshirts are awalking advertisement for
their institutes.

Around 400 km from Kota, another
coaching factory has been growing quietly
in Sikar, Rajasthan’s Shekhawati town of
grand havelis, forts, frescoes and pol (gates).
In the recently held NEET-UG exams,which
were marred by allegations of paper leaks
and cheating, Sikar outdid the Rs 12,000~
crore Kota assembly line, with its students
emerging among the top-scorers.

According to the National Testing
Agency (NTA), 149 students from Sikar
scored over 700 out of 720 marks, nearly
double of Kota (74 students).

An analysis of the 2024 results shows
that of the 50 centreswith the highest per-
centage of candidates scoring above 650, 37
arelocated in Sikar district. Aspirants have a
chance of securing ission in govern-

The recently released NEET results underlined the dominance of the
coaching industry — while Sikar in Rajasthan had more candidates
in the top 1,000 than any other city, Kottayam in Kerala stood third,

only behind Kota, the traditional hub

A

Pipraliroad in Sikar houses many of the coaching centres. ParulKulshrestha

istwithinstitutes, a smattering of flyovers,
cafes, mid-sized shopping centres, and car
and bike showrooms,

Given Sikar's newfound popularity, a
growing business is of paying guest (PG) ac-

‘mentmedical collegesif they score over 650.

Local institutes say Sikar has been out-
performing Kota in NEET for the past few
years.Inthe 2023 exam, 23 from Sikarwere
among the top 1000 rank holders; Kota had
13. While Kota’s share swelled to 35 this
year, itwas surpassed by Sikar’s 55 students.
Besides Sikar, even Kottayam, Kerala, has
joined this elite club.

‘While things are looking grim in Kota,
which has reported a dip of nearly 40% in
admissions this year, business in Sikar is

and hostels that charge as
low as Rs 3,000 for a shared room and Rs
10,000for a single room with an air condi-
tioner. Many parents, especially mothers,

tay in Sikar whil ir chil ikar
already has around 500 hostels, with up-
and-coming constructions each day.

At one end of Piprali Road, which is just

Line Coaching, opened its doors. Whileit is
still around, many of its former teachers
have opened their own institutes,
Gurukripa being one of them,

Despite a lower student turnout when
compared to Kota — Sikar institutes have
around 1 lakh aspirants — the annual fee of
Rs 1lakhis nearly the same. An official says
it's not uncommon forinstitutes in Kota and
Sikarto“poach”eachother'sfaculty.LikeKofa,
theofficialsays, Sikar'sinstitutes typically hire
IIT students or teachers as faculty. “In Sikar,

hforasinglecar
stands one of 11 centres of Gurukripa
CoachingInstitute, one of the largest in city.
The four-storey building has a swanky re-
ception-cum-waiting area, beige floor tiles

booming. that mimic Italian marble,
A NEET aspirant from chrome waiting chairsand a
Maharashtra’s Nashik, who 27216 backlitsignbearing the cen-
scored 88% in his Class 10 Candidates tre’s name inrose gold.
board exams, says he chose appeared in 2024 Among those waiting
tostudy in Sikar after consul- there is Deepak Parihar, 53,
tations with his Kota-based 5232 from Churu, Rajasthan. “
relatives, Sitting in the wait- Number of am here to help my niece
ing area of his institute — candidates in with her NEET admission
where the staff is speaking Top 1,08,000* formalities. We chose Sikar
to his parents before pro- over Kota since it is closer
cessing his sick-day request 19.22% home and did much better
sohe canreturnto hissingle- Sm;cess :’ate this year,” says Parihar.
occupancy room — he says, An  employee at
“My family was concerned Gurukripa, which is coach-

due toreports onKota — stu-
dentsuicides, the pressure and overcrowd-
ing. So I moved to Sikarin April. This year's
results from Sikar have given me hope.”

‘While the teenager has adjusted to the
city and his study schedule, he is yet to take
tothe “hostel food and excessive heat”.

Despite its success, Sikar’s coaching in-
dustry is confined to 15 centres located in
two congested adjacentlanes — Pipraliand
Nawalgarh roads. Unlike Kota,which draws
students fromacross the country, Sikar’s as-
pirant base is largely from Rajasthan and
Haryana. Of late, there have been afew stu-
dents from western Uttar Pradesh, Bihar
and even the Northeast,

InSikar today, havelis and houses coex-

ing more than 30,000 aspi-
rants thisyear, claims that over 1,800 of their
students “scored enoughmarks to geta gov-
ernment medical college seat this year”.
Besides Gurukripa, which has one centre
JEE ions, Matrix,
CLCand Prince are the other bignames run
by locals in Sikar. Even national brands like
Physics Wallah, Unacademy, Aakash
Institute and ALLEN Career Institute, have a
presence here,

‘While Sikar hit headlines this year, it had
started to come into its own long before the
2024results. Infact, before the 2000 coach-
ing boom, Sikar’s population was less than

KOTTAYAM

Rubber hub scripts NEET story

SANDIPG

HE CORRIDORS of Brilliant
Study Centre at Mutholy in Pala,
a town in central Kerala's
Kottayam district, gushes with
anunstoppable teenage torrent during the
forenoon break - intense eyes offset by
smiling faces, chatter and giggles. Some
streamdown the four-storey building tothe
cafes on campus, many squeeze into the li-
braries, heavy books clasped to their chests,

around the lecturers, The break ends, the
waverecedes and calmis restored.

Every monsoon in the midlands of cen-
tral Kerala, as rain lashes down fromthe hills
on the Western Ghats and the sinuous
Meenachil River spills over, vehicleswheeze

30,000 teenagers, mostly from Kerala and
neighbouring states,who hope to crack na-
tionwide entrance exams for medical and
engineering seats at the institute.

The 200-metre walk from Mutholy
Junction to Brilliant Study Centre - where
about 200 smiling faces peer at you from
flexes, banners and posters - provides a
quickbrief onwhy theinstituteis one of the
hottest destinations for medicine and en-
gineering aspirants in the state. The insti-
tuteclaims that the Top 20 ranks in the state,
including four who scored the first rank in
thisyear’s controversy-riddled NEET exam

even the founders take daily - thesingle-window testfor
classes,” says an institute em- admission to all undergrad-
ployee. NEET IN NUMBERS uate medical programmesin

Butunlike Kota, all major

the country - studied here.

coaching centres in Sikar 23.5 LAKH Of the 194 candidates who
h 1s. P of  NEETcandi scored 700-plus marks (out
Prince Coaching says hostels of 720), 172 enrolled here,
make it easier for them to 1.0SLAKH they say, putting Kottayam

“monitor” students directly. medical seats on the NEET factory map.
“To keep students off social Kot thisyear has 25
media, we don't allow them SUCCESSRATEOF candidates in the top-1,000
to use phones in our hostels, OTHER COACHING HUBS listof the NEET exam, which
except tocall home.” 'was attempted by more than
In spite of its impi Tanuku(AP) 3 2 million candidates, a suc-
show, Sikar's NEET accolades Namakkal(TN) 16.04% cess rate that's only behind
jonsof the Rajasthan towns of Sikar

irregular conductof the exam, Howrah 12.31% and Kota.

including cheating, by its Kota 12% Butunlike Kota, the most
coaching centres. Pradeep i of the country’s
Budaniya, 55, one of Bikaner 11.48% coaching hubs, Kottayam’s
Gurukripa founders, dis- it he NEET list is al-
i i ‘These % most entirely driven by
accusations were made due Brilliant Study Centre, anin-

toSikar’s high score, Our stu-
dents did well because of their hard work.”
But the success comes with a lingering.
fear. According to Sikar Police, 14 students
died by suicide here between 2021 and June
2024 due to “academic pressure”. Collector
Qummer Choudhary admits that theadmin-
istration is “concerned” about the safety of

“Ourdistrictc
‘monthly todiscuss the welfare of students.
visit meet

themawareof students’ problems, Although
the issues in Sikar are not as extreme as the

ota’ of 2. L
In 1996, Sikar’s first coaching centre, Career

'wekeep trying to ensure it does
not become another Kota,”

stitute that came up four
decades ago asa tuition centre setup by four
unemployed postgraduates in
Arunapuram, two kilometres from
Mutholy, for those that had failed Class 10.
The institute claims to have produced
nearly a lakh doctors and about twice as
many engineers. But director George
Thomas, one of the four founders, insists
they are not chasing numbers. “lamamath-
ematics post graduate, but Iam nota man
of numbers. I am just happy seeing the
smile on the faces of my students,” says
George, who is today dressed in a heavily-
starched white khadi shirt and mundu.
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AtBrilliant Study Centre in Pala, Kottayam. Sandip G

Talking of how they began, hesays, “We
rented a room in a teashop for Rs 1,500.
Then five pre-degree students requested us.
ifwe could help themwith engineering and
medicine entrance exams. We gave itatry,
hired a couple of retired professors and all
five of them cleared the tests.”

The name ‘Brilliant’ was accidental.
Before them, it was a typewriting centre
that ran out of the room in the teashop.
“Sincewe didn’t have the money to repaint,
we simply erased the ‘type institute’ part
withlimestone,” he adds.

On its NEET campus, spread over 20
acres, are the classrooms, besides hostels
for students and staff, cafes and libraries.
Around 2 km away is the campus for JEE
(the entrance exam that's a ticket to the [ITs

plined for their own good.”

But the scheduleis gruelling, with most
students logging in 12-14 hours of study
time. “You have to be the best, and for that
you have to work really hard. You know
you are plunginginto adeep sea, you have
to swim along, and sacrifice a lot to reach
the shore. There are test papers happen-
ingalmostevery other day, and you have to
prepare,” says Riyan Rasheed, an 18-year-
old from Kollam district, who aspires to
clear the NEET entrance next year. A year
ago, his sister too cracked the NEET exam.

On an average, a student sits for 300
tests a year, both online and offline. “So
much so it becomes part of your system,”
says Justy.

A cradle of the state’s rubber industry,

and other top engineering Palais the hometown of late
colleges). Brilliant's centre is Kerala Congress leader KM
arguably the only one that 12443 Mani and the town nearest
caters to NEET aspirants in Candidates to the tomb of Saint
Pala and all of Kottayam. appearedin 2024 Alphonsa. But the institute
Brilliant has eight such cen- has bestowed the town with
tresin the state, all equipped 1373 anewfound identity — as
with state-of-the-art facili- Number of the NEET coaching hub of
ties. candidates in the South.
Bothstudentsand teach- Top 1,08,000* Awhole new ecosystem
ers (called “mentors”) at the has sprouted around the in-
centre are picked after mul- 11.03% stitution. The narrow alleys
i reening, “Let’s U370 are stuffed with boarding
make no pretence about it, hou ffe
the cut-offis strictfor admis- ing home-made tiffin serv-

sions, There are tests and in-

icestostudents. Shops atthe

ter teach i
folios of our prospective students,” says
George,

A two-year NEET course costs between
Rs70,000 and Rs 90,000, plus hostel fees.

Justy Joseph, anassistant director at the
centre, says they “try to recreate home” for
their students. “We understanditisa pres-
sure-cooker situation, There is a lot of ex-
pectation from parents and peers, besides
the expectation students have of them-
selves. Ourduty s to ensure that they don't
feel the pressure but at the same time not
lose the competitive edge,” he says.

Or as George says, “We don’t crack the
‘whip, though the children need tobe disci-

vati ictures of
gods. Restaurants offering a wide spread of
cuisine and bakeries have sprung up.
Old-timers say their town is nothing like
thevillage they grew upin.“Back then,you
wouldn't see a spot of light, but you could
listen to the merry songs of drunkards who
hung around till midnight in the arrack
shop,” says Thankappan Nair, who owns a
sidewalk teastall by the junction. “Now, all
you see is light (from hostels), though it is
soquietthatyou feel i's almost like astretch
of ghost houses.”
*Total number of medical seats
ingovt and pvt colleges




