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Introduction 

The paper presents a scenario for implementation of a system of learning objects in a rural village in 

India. It will present the findings of the preliminary research conducted to understand the environment 

where few of the prototypes will be tested. 

 

In a report by United Nations on status of women it is stated;  “Women who contribute half of the 

world’s population by virtue of an accident of birth, perform two-thirds of the world’s work, receive 

one-tenth of its income and owns less than one-hundredth of its property.” The report on February 21, 

2010 emphasizes that increasing women’s access to resources exerts strong multiplier effects on a range 

of development goals, including poverty reduction, child welfare and economic growth. Despite an 

increased participation in the workplace, women’s wages, according to the International Trade Union 

Confederation, are 16.5 percent less than men’s. In India, women produce 30 percent of all food 

commodities consumed but get only 10 percent of the property or wealth of the country. 

Access to knowledge and learning for girls in under privileged societies will provide a new sense of 

empowerment to women of next generation, who can then talk and teach about principles of 

sustainability, conservation, meaningful use of resources and equality, from a global perspective. 

 

Education for girls 

Access to Education for girls in the developing world has been optional at the very best. Girls get left out 

of the picture when it comes to education, availability of resources and as a result, opportunities. "After 

all they just have to take care of kids and cook for the family" is the general consent. This has produced 

a world where women are subjected to oppression in all walks of life. The decision making process at 

micro and macro levels in our society has almost no female representation. The above statement is not 

an exaggeration; it is the reality of life for more than 50 percent of the girl population in the world. 

Combine that with few more layers of caste system, economic exploitation and gender discrimination, 

we have a recipe for failure. 

The above statement seems even more catastrophic when combined with the research findings of 

numerous studies that have stated the more resilient, resourceful, emotionally more stable nature of 

women in general. Women account for 60 percent of agriculture labor force and contribute up to 80 

percent of food production in Africa. 

 

In a nut shell, women work harder, longer hours than men. They also take care of their families and 

somehow manage to feed their families. This fact is even more relevant when we look at the current 

economic, political or social landscape. Major economies have been threatened by the greed of few. We 

have alarmingly high number of political conflicts either going on presently or brewing in the pipelines. 

The natural resources have been exploited and the damage is irreversible. If women had more 

representation in the decision making process, may be things would be different. 

 

Education provides access to knowledge that leads to societies that are more aware of the laws of 

nature and the manmade world. Knowledge provides the basis for entrepreneurship which is the 

catalyst for development and evolution of a society. It is all very true for our world as well the only 



problem is with the composition of the population that has decided the fate of things. Natural resources 

have depleted, more and more human beings are living in extreme poverty. The figures from the World 

Development report in 2000 are shocking to say the least. 1.8 billion people live in extreme poverty that 

would mean less than a dollar a day. 2.8 billion live on less than 2 dollars a day. That is about half of the 

world’s population. 

 

What if women had a bigger role in the decision making process and the overall running of our society, 

would things turn out differently? The evidence of their tenacity, resourcefulness and ability to 

comprehend the bigger picture definitely point in that direction. 

 

This paper outlines the current access to education by girls in India, the impact it has had on the socio 

economic fabric from the micro and macro point of view and some of the development in micro 

financing sector that has unintentionally resulted in encouraging results for education and 

empowerment of women in India. In the last section, it describes the preliminary research being 

conducted in a village in Rajasthan, India and the findings of prototype testing. 

 

Education disparity and its impact of women empowerment 

Male literacy rate in India is higher than female literacy rate. It is reflected in the enrollment of girls in 

primary schools as well as in the higher number dropouts overall. Many scholars have cited better 

female literacy as a reason behind the improved socio economic status of women in few regions in India. 

The picture is slightly better in urban areas but in rural areas girls continue to be less educated than 

boys. The following are the main barriers for female education in India: poor facilities, very few female 

teachers in rural areas and, above all, gender bias in the curriculum, which conditions the ones who do 

go to school with the commonly held belief that women are weak 

 

Workforce participation 

In rural India, almost 90 percent of the total women labor force is employed. Their contribution in the 

farm production is estimated at approximately 60 percent. They account for over 95 percent of total 

employment in the dairy production. The list goes on and on, but these figures should be looked at from 

the point of view of their participation at the decision making levels of the society. How come they are 

almost equally educated, work harder and longer hours, also take care of the livestock, kids and their 

communities but still have very limited or almost no representation in the policy making part of their 

communities. 

Land and property rights 

Women in India, traditionally do not own any property and do not have any right to the ancestral 

property. Even though the law has been amended, the traditional model is still followed. It can be traced 

back to the traditional patriarchal society and the notion that women should simply follow what the 

man of the house says. It has had serious implications on the topics highlighted in this section. 

Crimes against women 

Crimes against women are rising at a rate faster than the rate of population growth. It is an alarming 

trend and can be attributed to the lack of women empowerment. The education system teaches them 

they are week; the culture trains them to be subservient to men. 

Child marriage 

According to UNICEF’s “State of the World’s Children-2009” report, 47 percent of India's women aged 20 

to 24 were married before the legal age of 18, with 56 percent in rural areas.
 
The report also showed 



that 40 percent of the world's child marriages occur in India. This inhuman practice bears a direct 

correlation to lack of education and empowerment of female population in India. 

Female infanticides and sex-selective abortions 

The skewed sex ratio in India can be attributed to female infanticides and sex-selective abortions. This 

trend is more prevalent in urban and semi urban areas. Interestingly, this is not evident in the tribal 

societies even though they have even lower levels of literacy, income and health facilities 

Empowerment of women 

It is clear that most of the issues with the status of women are linked to lack of education and 

empowerment. In this section we will look at programs that have helped women in this area. 

Interestingly, the program that are ground up in nature rather than top down have shown much higher 

success rates in not only empowering women but also to act as a catalyst for positive change in the 

concerned communities. We focus especially on programs that have worked in rural and relatively poor 

areas. One of the most important socio-economical phenomenon to have emerged as a potent tool for 

women empowerment is microfinancing. Educated and empowered women population create 

conditions for human development .Empowerment and Women Entrepreneurship constitute major & 

significant part of Human Development and has shown positive results for poverty elimination.  

Microfinancing 

Poor people are high risk customers for big banks as they cannot put down any collateral for a loan that 

they might need and usually they do not have a steady source of income. But a number of poor people 

can be induced to form a group. Members of this group can now receive loans of different amounts with 

the backing of the group. This in essence is microfinance. 

It is a phenomenon that has the potential to change the status quo, especially for the poor section of the 

society. It has provided opportunities of participation in financial activities by poor people. Microfinance 

not only provides them credit to start their own enterprise but also gives them access to other financial 

tools like savings and money transfers. 

It is a phenomenon that has micromanagement of already scarce resources at its core and because of 

that reason alone it has been a women-centric movement. Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, is one of the 

great success stories of microfinance movement, about 95 percent of their customers are women. 

 

The Concept of Self Help Groups 

Imagine a community of weavers or shoemakers in a remote rural part of any developing part in the 

world. They can be approached by an NGO and encouraged to create a group that will be governed by 

rules mutually agreed by the group. This group, very aptly called the Self Help Group (SHG) will become 

the formal interface for a bank or a financial institution where the bank deals with the group and the 

group manages the transactions among the group members. This group can apply for loans on members 

behalf, initiate savings activities and money transfers as well as other financial activities. From this 

project’s point of view, the primary interest of the SHG, is to employ the services of literate school-going 

kids to manage intra group transactions. Before we get to the details of the project, let us look at few 

more interesting aspects of this phenomenon.  

The SHGs create the conditions for group decision making and provide “doorstep banking.” Financial 

institutions provide wholesale credit to the group and NGOs provide logistic support to help the group 

take informed decisions about capacity building, expansion and marketing of their products. This simple 

concept of creating a formal interface for an unorganized section of the society has resulted in 25 million 

poor having accessed credit of Rs 70 billion (1.2 billion USD). 



The program has resulted in increased incomes for poor. They have been able to build assets that can be 

leveraged to secure further credit. The spending on education has increased as the program indirectly 

has brought the focus on education for poor families. Empowerment of women has been one of the 

most important contributions as it has had a cascading effect on a series of other issues like child 

mortality, malnutrition, housing and health to name a few. The SHG-Banking partnership has created 

opportunities for the finance sector as well. They have realized the size and growth potential of this user 

group and have started innovating in micro-insurance products, information technology has started to 

appear in the process to facilitate better interaction and simplified process for all parties concerned.  

The above phenomena is really exciting as it has used the existing infrastructure created by banks in the 

initial years of financial reform in India and have leveraged it to provide a level of service to the poorest 

sections of the society. Imagine a person making few dollars a day, having his banking services delivered 

to his doorstep, not only that he has a say in the interest rate that he will be paying and the number of 

repayments he will make. By using the existing banking structure, the NGO, who facilitated the 

formation of SHGs have been able to focus on creating the best SHGs for poor people, knowing that 

once that is done, they can simply plug into the impressive banking structure already in place 

 

How is it all related to Girlchild Education? 

Nathalie Holvoet, a professor at the Institute of Development Policy and Management at University of 

Antwerp, writes extensively about the impact of microfinancing on children’s education. A poor family 

with access to credit and more opportunities is more likely to send their kids, especially girls to school, 

who would have stayed home otherwise. 

There is one more area of microfinancing that is directly linked to literacy and education. The SHGs have 

to maintain their books and keep a record of transactions among members. Most of the members have 

limited knowledge of the process or they are simply illiterate. As a result, usually a school going child is 

recruited by the group to help them with the book keeping part of the process. This aspect has great 

significance on the initiative for girl child education in developing societies. By promoting girl child 

education in poorer societies through SHGs organized by and for women, we will not only be filling an 

important gap in the process, but will also have a ready audience eager to support the initiative. 

This project is proposing a two stage approach towards girl’s education leading to women 

empowerment. The first stage prepares a foundation where girls get access to knowledge via learning 

objects, strategically interjected into their environment. This is to get them curious about new concepts 

and get them ready to learn more. 

A successful first stage will provide a springboard into the second stage, where these confident, 

knowledgeable young girls will take on the task of helping women run SHGs and perform their tasks in a 

more efficient manner. This will not only help the organization but will also provide exposure in 

innovation, entrepreneurship and resource management. 

Case study 

It is clear that lack of education and opportunities to participate in the decision making process at the 

society level is responsible for oppression, exploitation and the general lack of respect for women in the 

majority of developing worlds. It has also deprived us of their contributions in areas like resource 

management, conflict resolution and education. Women empowerment is the key for development, 

poverty alleviation and constructive use of resources. This can only be achieved by women if they realize 



that they need to have a better representation in decision making processes, and they definitely have 

the numbers to demand it. 

This project has identified young girls in rural India as the target user group to initiate the pilot program 

to assess the effectiveness of this program. Results of this stage will give us the opportunity to fine-tune 

the approach towards creating the learning objects that will be the instruments and the catalysts for 

access to knowledge by young girls. 

For the pilot project, the nature and placement of these learning objects is based on an ethnographic 

study conducted at two sites. First site is a village in Rajasthan, India, and the second site is a slum 

dwelling in the heart of a modern urban city.  

Site -1  

Village in Rajasthan with a population of approximately 2,000 

The village is well connected to bigger towns, has good roads, a telecommunications network, a 

dispensary and a primary school. Twelve girls were interviewed about their experience in school as a kid, 

then going to a nearby village for middle school and secondary school. 

They were also asked about how they plan to use what they learned in school and what is their opinion 

about how much say they have in the way things are managed in the village. The girls, especially the 

younger ones spend most of their time with their mothers, helping in the kitchen, in the yard and the 

field and with the cattle. They help in cooking and cleaning the house and spend time watching TV. 

 

Going to school optional -9 

Made to go to school by parents - 2 

Did not go to school at all - 1 

Was not allowed to go to the school in the next village - 10 

20 minute walk was considered unsafe - 11 

Primary task is to learn household chores - 10 

Most time spent in playing with other kids - 6 

Most time spent in watching TV - 4 

Helping mother in the fields- 7 

Helping mother with cattle - 7 

Helping mother with cooking - 12 

Want to have a different kind of life - 5 

Believe will have a different life - 1 

Help mother with fetching water from the well/hand pump -9 

Main time slots available for design Intervention: 

Community source of water  



Kitchen 

Cattle shed 

Community well/ hand pump 

Play area 

 

Site - 2 

Handicraft workers colony in Jaipur, capital of Rajasthan. 

This settlement is home to about 600 families of artisans who make puppets. It is a slum dwelling, with 

shared water supply, no sanitation facilities and one school and a private one-room medical clinic. 

Fifteen girls were interviewed and they were asked the following questions. 

Can you read and write - 15 

Do you want to go to higher classes - 15 

Will you go to higher classes - 2 

What do you want to be 

 Movie star - 3 

 Professional -3 

 Puppeteer - 1 

 Teacher-1 

 No idea - 7 

What do you think you will be  

 House wife in the same colony - 12 

 No answer - 3 

Do you know what democracy is: 

 Votes- 11 

 Political party - 2 

 No answer - 2 

The responses by this group, even though from an urban setting, point to the same issues as reported by 

the first sample. The current education system, especially for the poor sections of the society is teaching 

them how to read and write the very basic things, and the rest is coming from various mediums that 

underline the existing norm for girls to follow the lead. 

 



We went back and looked at the village scenario to identify potential areas that can be used to create 

opportunities for knowledge objects. These objects will be designed to inform and inspire the girls to 

learn and inquire about concepts associated with these objects. 

• Kitchen - A set of cooking utensils, one with blackened outside surface and one with clean metal 

surface to teach girls about thermal properties of different colors. 

• The village well - The pulley system will be repurposed to have a graphical representation of 

reduced effort in pulling the bucket of water. 

• The village well - The pulley with ratchet system to teach them the simple mechanical principal 

of a spring loaded mechanical locking device.  

• The village well - The runoff water will be collected in a small bio-sand water filter to teach them 

about water filtration and reuse of resources. 

• A cattle shed will be equipped with a fifth wheel equipped hand cart to let them experiment 

with reversing of a tractor trailer. 

• A toy that would teach the concept of democracy to young girls. 

 

These interjections of learning objects are not picked based on what the girls need to learn, but have 

been identified based on the areas they spent a lot of time during the day, especially with their mothers. 

The purpose of these experimental toys is to judge the response in terms of the change in the level of 

curiosity, aspirations to learn more and to understand if they would be willing to learn some specific 

tasks that will make them an indispensible part of a local SHG. The questionnaire at the end of pilot 

project will aim to unearth the effectiveness of these design interventions. 

Three NGOs have been approached in the state of Rajasthan, India and discussions have been initiated 

regarding running a possible pilot program involving the SHGs that they manage and possibly doing 

some observational work to identify possibilities for design intervention that would promote education 

for girls. It has already been established in this paper the role NGOs have played in formation and 

management of SHGs, especially the ones run by women. 

The project is in the pilot stage and is engaged in installation of test learning objects in the selected 

communities. A test before and after the installation of learning objects, to be given to the participants 

to measure the effectiveness and also provide useful insights for further improvement in the program is 

being finalized. The test results will also be useful as a tool to bring other stakeholders on board with the 

idea. The program is active on the ground as well as potential collaborations are being sought to further 

strengthen it.  

 

Strategy for creation of more learning objects 

The findings from the pilot program will be posted on the Web, which will expand the possibilities of 

collaborations at micro as well as macro level. The open source model will be followed to create an 

online database of learning objects to be accessible by the local NGOs and SHGs involved with the 

project. The learning objects could be in the form of a small cell phone video talking about a particular 

concept. The potential for participation would be unlimited, and the richness it would provide to the 

content will make it that much more interesting for little girls to learn about new things. The content 

can be modified or used as a base to create newer, locally relevant material for use.  

 

Communication network in India  



These are some statistics for communication network and its usage in India. In the next few years it is 

going to be close to 85 percent coverage of the total population. This is going to be an important 

component for the push for education for girls in rural areas. 

Telephony Subscribers (Wireless and Landline): 621.28 million (Mar 2010)
]
 

Land Lines: 36.96 million (Mar 2010) 

Cell phones: 584.32 million (Mar 2010) 

Yearly Cell phone Addition: 178.25 million (Jan-Dec 2009) 

Monthly Cell phone Addition: 20.31 million (Mar 2010)  

Teledensity: 52.74 percent (Mar 2010)  

Projected Teledensity: 1 billion, 84 percent of population by 2012.
 

 

Conclusions 

Global cultures have never been so intricately connected at so many different levels where one 

significant event in one culture can create a ripple effect that can have its effect across continents. The 

need for a truly democratic society using the best brains available to try and salvage the current 

situation is enormous. We have a number of very dangerous situations where a fresh, new approach 

might give us a better chance in terms of survival and betterment of living conditions for all. This really is 

the premise that has presented us with the opportunity to pursue this project and with the success of 

programs like microfinancing, the team has confidence about a positive outcome from the pilot project 

that will pave the way for future evolution and increased impact area of the program.  
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