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Introduction
Unlike the mainstream approach that views ICTs
only as 'tools for development', at ITfC, we have
adopted a different lens. We believe that the rapid
diffusion of ICTs leads to a coming together of the
technical and the social in a manner that is coconstitutive, and fundamentally transformative of
our immediate reality. The very architecture and
methodology of development must therefore adapt
itself to this newly emerging socio-technological
paradigm. It must also recognise the ways in
which the realms of information and
communication can be altered, allowing for power
shifts in favour of the marginalised. Hence, we
focus on the contextual embedding of ICTs and the
grounded analysis of the possibilities that ICTs
offer for social change, in a situated manner. In
other words, we follow a community informatics
approach in our work, exploring the potential of
ICTs for development interventions, especially in
the areas of governance, gender and education.

This article discusses our learnings on developing
an appropriate ethos for an effective community
informatics practice, through a discussion of our
experience with three projects: Mahiti Manthana,
Kishori Chitrapata and Teachers' Communities of
Learning.

Mahiti Manthana: Community informatics
for empowering women's collectives
The Mahiti Manthana1 project is an initiative of
ITfC that attempts to use a three-pronged ICT
strategy using community radio, community video
and telecentres, for strengthening the
empowerment processes among grassroots
women. We work with members of women's
collectives (locally known as sanghas) at the
village level, initiated under the Mahila Samakhya
programme of the Government of India, in three
blocks of Mysore district. Mahila Samakhya is a
pan-Indian governmental programme that works
with the aim of 'education for empowerment'
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through a collectivisation strategy that mainly
focuses on rural women, especially those
belonging to economically and socially
disadvantaged sections.

Building a rich informatics culture: The
cornerstone of the Mahiti Manthana strategy

3. Support the creation of sangha managed ICT

While designing Mahiti Manthana, Prakriye2 , the
field unit of ITfC tried to think of a strategy that
could tackle the dependency of sangha learning
processes and mobilisation on the physical
presence of the programmatic staff of Mahila
Samakhya. One of the goals of the partnership was
to give impetus to the ongoing collectivisation
efforts that encouraged sangha women's initiative.
We felt that the sangha could be developed as a
space for citizenship pedagogy, and as a local
knowledge institution that privileged women and
the marginalised in the community. This was also
in keeping with Mahila Samakhya's own vision. The
cornerstone of our strategy therefore has been in
the building of a new culture - a rich community
informatics culture - based on three digitally
enabled components. First is a weekly radio
broadcast that is the sangha women's own voice in
the local public sphere, called Kelu Sakhi (Listen,
my friend) . The second is an on-demand as well as
push- based video system for information that
women seek, to share inspirational biographies of
sangha women, as well as to open up debates on
gender and patriarchy. The third component is a
village based telecentre model for public
information access called the Namma Mahiti
Kendra (Our Information Centre) . It is run by
sangha women in select villages through a young
information intermediary, sakhi (friend) , trained by
the women and the Prakriye team. The sakhi
addresses the information needs of the village
community and tackles institutional nontransparency and apathy, through a continued
dialogue with government departments at the
block level.

The Mahiti Manthana project was initiated in 2005
with funding from the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) .

The project has also emphasised digital content
production along with sangha women for
documenting local knowledge, providing
information to other sanghas and identity building
and articulation in audio-visual formats. It has also
emphasised peer-to-peer learning processes as
well as the use of email and telephones for more

A three-pronged ICT strategy to strengthen
local women's collectives
Mahiti Manthana has consciously adopted a three-

pronged ICT strategy to strengthen the capacities
of Mahila Samakhya sangha women in the project
area through:

1. Carving out a space for sangha women in the

local public sphere and enabling their participation
in local governance processes.

2. Transforming information and communication

processes within the Mahila Samakhya
programme so that there is a qualitative shift in
the reach of the Samakhya programme to its
sanghas and in the participation of sangha women
in shaping and directing their empowerment.
So, how have we tried to support the Mahila
Samakhya initiative in a way that its core
objectives are supported by a community
informatics architecture?
Using ICTs innovatively, we have sought to:

1. Work with sangha women in creating community
radio programmes and community videos, to
enhance peer learning processes.

2. Enable Mahila Samakhya programmatic staff to
harness the potential of ICTs in strengthening the
information and communication processes
between staff and sangha women, and among
sangha women themselves.
enabled information centres at the village level to
help sangha women overcome systemic
impediments to the access, use and appropriation
of information.
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effective communication among sanghas and
between sangha women and programme staff.
We have also focused on honing the skills of Mahila
Samakhya staff members of the Mysore district
unit in using ICTs in trainings for sangha women as
well as for their internal organisational processes.
This was considered to be necessary in order to
build ownership of the Mahiti Manthana processes
within Mahila Samakhya, for both its sustainability
in the long run, and for scaling up the community
informatics approach within Mahila Samakhya, as
a national level programme.

Project impact: "I have learnt to use
computers, handle cameras ... Now I feel I can
learn anything I set my mind to"
Mahiti Manthana has had a significant impact in the

following areas, as confirmed by a recent
evaluation study we conducted:

1. In the villages where the sangha women have

taken to discussions based on radio broadcasts and
to collective video-viewing, developing a new
culture of questioning and seeking information
through digital means, a move towards greater
sangha autonomy and lesser dependency of
sanghas for their information needs on the
programmatic staff of Mahila Samakhya is
perceptible.

2. It is evident that access to and effective use of
ICTs, in contextually meaningful ways, leads to a
greater sense of empowerment. We saw illiterate
sangha women grow in their self esteem through
their experiences of handling ICTs, using digital
learning resources to conduct meetings, and
confidently innovate around peer learning
processes, without the presence of external
facilitators.

3. The Namma Mahiti Kendras (Village Information
Centres) have been symbolic of a new equation in
the community; they have improved women's
bargaining power in their village communities and
enhanced the community standing of sanghas.
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4. The proximity of the governance system to the
sanghas enabled through the project and a

transformation in the local culture towards an
entitlements-based access to public information
has, to some extent, displaced traditional
information gatekeepers.

Challenges and the way ahead
At present, we are trying to hand over total
ownership of the project components to Mahila
Samakhya Mysore. This is bound to take time given
that Mahila Samakhya, through its own
programme activities as a funded government
project, has multiple priorities. New projects, even
with demonstrated long term benefits, may be
caught in the tension between routine
implementation and the learning demands of a
shift to new approaches.

Kishori Chitrapata: Using a community
informatics approach to empower out-ofschool adolescent girls
Drawing on our experiences in the area of
community radio, community video and telecentres
from the Mahiti Manthana project, ITfC, in
partnership with Mahila Samakhya Karnataka,
UNICEF and Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan 3, launched the
Kishori Chitrapata4 project in July 2009. The
project works with around 75 kishoris (adolescent
girls) in two village hubs - Attiguppe and
Hosavaranchi and the Mahila Shikshana Kendra
(Women's Education Centre) in Hunsur block of
Mysore district.
Kishori Chitrapata addresses the learning needs of

It is evident that access to
and effective use of ICTs, in
contextually meaningful
ways, leads to a greater
sense of empowerment.
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out-of-school adolescent girls through innovative
uses of photography, video, radio and computing
technologies. The project has adopted a social
constructivist approach to learning; girls are
encouraged, individually and collectively, to
explore, question and redefine their social and
cultural universe through these technologies, thus
achieving the larger purpose of education – the
ability to creatively negotiate one's ecosystem in
order to fulfil one's potential and aspirations.
Some of the specific goals of the project are to:

1. Contribute to the empowerment of kishoris

through new learning processes, social roles and
skills.

2. Use the content produced, along with carefully
designed complementary processes, for various
local community development objectives –
including health related activities, basic legal and
rights awareness, strengthening linkages with
self-governance bodies etc.

3. Give impetus to kishori sanghas (collectives of

adolescent girls) and build capacities for
developing local audio, video and computer-based
content, in a collaborative manner through
constructivist learning processes.

4. Advocacy for the assimilation of models

developed, in girls' education and empowerment
programmes.

The potential of techno-pedagogy for
empowering adolescent girls
Taking advantage of the ease of use and sharing
enabled by the digital camera and video
technologies, Kishori Chitrapata has created
opportunities among young girls for creative
expression, building a spirit of enquiry and
teamwork. The curriculum has interwoven social
themes and as well as topics for technical
learning.
The pedagogy has been largely experimental and
experiential, integrating technical and social
components. Training videos, activities and games

have supplemented theoretical sessions and this
has helped the training to be vibrant and
interesting. The project has been sensitive to the
diverse backgrounds and capacities of the
adolescent girls, helping them in their unique
journeys of learning and, possibly, empowerment.
The project, through localised examples to explain
technical words, and by allowing the learners to
come up with their own terminologies, has
demystified jargon 5, ensuring technology does not
become intimidating. Recognising the social risks
attached to this age group, significant trustbuilding measures were taken to elicit
commitment from the parents of the adolescent
girls. Thanks to the Mahiti Manthana project
(discussed earlier) , older women belonging to the
collectives of the Mahila Samakhya programme
became the support group for the adolescent girls.
Also, video emerged as a subversive technology.
Digitally enabled learning spaces seemed to enjoy
greater legitimacy in the eyes of parents and
community members. The girls could therefore
breach traditional boundaries to explore new
horizons of learning.
In order to create visibility for the work done by
the girls and to build their self-esteem, photo
exhibitions were held at the village, and were
received with much curiosity, enthusiasm and joy.
This also helped a shift in the perceptions of the
wider community about adolescent girls as a weak,
vulnerable group who need to be confined to their
homes for their own safety!

The project has adopted a
social constructivist
approach to learning; girls
are encouraged, individually
and collectively, to explore,
question and redefine their
social and cultural universe
through these technologies.
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Project Impact: "We did not know our village
was so beautiful! "
A key project learning for us was about the
amenability of audio-visual technology to
exploring opinions, capturing ideas and
consolidating concepts. We realised that an
appropriate curriculum for 'video-aided learning'
can support not just alternative learning and
empowerment processes for those who are
pushed out of the mainstream education system,
but also help them re-integrate into the formal
education system.
The project not only created photographic and
video resources for learning, but also helped
adolescent girls acquire new capabilities to
understand and interpret their environment. Many
of them picked up the confidence to explore their
village for the very first time, in the process of
seeking suitable photographic locations. During the
course of the training, they picked up many life
skills. The girls began to articulate their opinions
and feelings, renewing their commitment to
learning and developing a better understanding of
themselves and the community they belong to.
An important outcome of the project has been that
adolescent girls have acquired the confidence to
move beyond their homes and venture out into the
village. They have looked at the streets of their
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Most importantly, the
project has enabled the girls
to articulate questions that
earlier remained trapped in
their minds – Why am I not
allowed to go to that street?
Why am I supposed to marry
so early? Why are my
parents anxious when I go
out? What skills do I need to
negotiate more space for
myself?
village, and their neighbours and community
members, with new eyes, through the camera. The
digital artefacts seem to have conferred on the
girls a new authority, bringing them a new found
mobility.
Most importantly, the project has enabled the girls
to articulate questions that earlier remained
trapped in their minds – Why am I not allowed to

go to that street? Why am I supposed to marry so
early? Why are my parents anxious when I go out?
What skills do I need to negotiate more space for
myself? Can I take on a vocation like my brother?

Challenges and the way ahead

Kishoris learning to handle the digital camera

As the mobility of adolescent girls is highly
restricted, and their interactions limited to their
own household members and neighbours, their
participation in the project was not easy. Girls
therefore often dropped out from the training
citing reasons like early marriage, intimidation
from brothers, care-taking responsibilities at home
and so on. Caste barriers were also a severe
obstacle to building a sense of collective identity
among the adolescent girls who participated in the
project.
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Teachers' Communities of Learning: The
importance of peer learning networks
Based on previous research 6 , ITfC, along with the
Department of State Research Education and
Training, (DSERT) , Policy Planning Unit (PPU) 7 and
Development Focus, an NGO in Bengaluru,
designed and implemented a 'Teachers'
Communities of Learning' (TCoL) project in 20
schools in 3 blocks of Bengaluru district, during
2010-11.

Peer networking teachers from the state
educational system
This pilot project aimed at creating an online
community of teachers to enable them to network,
share resources, seek assistance and voice their
opinions on a range of issues from day-to-day
school transactions to the education policy. The
purpose was to establish the advantages of peer
networking over working in isolation. Another
objective was to help teachers understand ways of
effectively integrating ICTs into their regular
classroom transactions and enhance the quality of
the teaching-learning process, by making the
lessons more engaging and connected to real life.
The larger vision of the project has been to support
the professional development of teachers, by
helping them see themselves as active
contributors to the overall renewal of the public
school system.
The initial set of schools for this pilot was chosen
after school visits, a baseline research on the
availability of computers in the school, as well as
the interest of teachers and the headmaster /
mistress to participate in the project. The
programme was voluntary (an exception within the
public education system, where trainings are often
'compulsory') , and teachers participated only if
they were keen to do so. The officials from the
education department were involved in the design
and curriculum of the programme and also
constantly gave their inputs throughout the
project.

Workshops on maths, science and language
educational tools 8 were conducted for the
teachers, and brainstorming sessions were held to
help them find ways to integrate these into their
teaching-learning processes. In the workshops,
conceptual and pedagogical issues were also
discussed. Subject resource groups were formed
from which some mentors emerged to support
other teachers in their learning process. Trainings
on using email, email lists, blogs and discussion
forums for networking were also held.
A web-portal http://bangalore.karnataka
education.org.in/, and an email list, tcolbangalore
@karnatakaeducation.org.in were created for the
teachers to communicate with one another.
Discussions on developments in the State's policy
framework that would impact the educational
system were also conducted through these
workshops. Relevant academic articles on
teaching-learning processes were read and
presented by the teachers. Participatory and
dialogic communication was encouraged in these
workshops.

Project impact – "I see ourselves
transformed into a community of
educators who have taken responsibility
for their own professional development"
The voluntary nature of the project brought in
interested and committed teachers, who
contributed not only through their participation in

The larger vision of the
project has been to support
the professional
development of teachers, by
helping them see themselves
as active contributors to the
overall renewal of the public
school system.
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presented the ideas emerging from this project at
the monthly cluster level meetings of the block. At
the end of the academic year, a Teacher
Recognition Function was held to commemorate
the efforts of these teachers and showcase the
digital resources that they had created through
this community of learning.

The TCOL project facilitated peer learning by networking
teachers in the public school system

workshops and online forums, but also through
their inputs and suggestions towards enhancing
this community of learning. Feedback was taken at
each workshop and implemented as far as possible
in the next. Teachers also asked for a few
additional workshops which were not part of our
initial project plan; for example, on hardware and
troubleshooting and on using the camera as a
teaching-learning material. The teachers also
started giving us suggestions on the design of
workshops, both in terms of curriculum and
frequency.
As these workshops were held regularly, teachers
started to develop a working relationship with one
another. The participatory nature of the workshops
helped in creating a tacit norm requiring all
teachers to voice their opinions in a professional
manner. They collaborated with one another to
create lesson plans and activities, which were also
peer reviewed. Such regular interaction promoted
trust, shaping the beginnings of a sense of
community.
Teachers from the 'community of learning' also
participated in the annual teaching-learning
material Mela (fair) and demonstrated to their
colleagues, the possibilities offered by ICTs in their
teaching-learning. Bala Melas (children's fairs)
were also held to introduce some students to some
of these tools. The teachers also brought in their
colleagues to the workshops as they felt that it
would provide them great value as well. They also

Overall, this pilot project not only focussed on
building the academic skills of the teachers by
using ICTs, but also allowed them to examine the
complexity of the education system and their own
position in it.

Challenges and the way ahead
A significant challenge of this project has been the
lack of a culture of ongoing communication among
government school teachers. It is not enough for
teachers to interact only in workshop spaces.
Horizontal communication needs to be an everyday
affair. Time and resource constraints do not allow
for regular physical meetings, and so opening up
the digital world offers alternatives for community
building. In our workshops, we have focused on
bringing teachers with similar subject backgrounds
together, to enable them to discuss teachinglearning processes. Such formations of subjectbased groups have not only allowed the teacher to
improve her own knowledge about the subject, but
also collaborate with other teachers and co-create
resources for common use.
Many of the teachers did not even have an email id
at the beginning of the project. Although teachers
had been trained extensively on how to email and
use the web-portal, they have not used these
platforms much. According to them, one of the
reasons they do not use the Internet often is
because they do not have access to ICT content
and applications that are meaningful to them.
Sometimes, lack of time is a genuine concern.
(Most of them are women and have multiple work
burdens) .
Very few of the schools, which were part of the
project, have Internet access. Further, the apathy
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of the public education system towards technology
is another factor that has prevented teachers from
coming online. Taking into account some of these
challenges, ITfC is continuing this pilot in the
existing blocks, bringing in more teachers into the
'community of learning' and further, building the
skills of existing members.

even providing the necessary scaffolding to build a
wider social movement.

Conclusion

3. Sustained engagement with locally meaningful

The three projects described here show us how
digital technologies in their social applications
redefine communities, and open up new pathways
in the local development process. Through a
community informatics approach, we have learnt
some lessons across the projects:

1. ICTs facilitate dialogue and horizontal

networking among geographically dispersed
groups that share life experiences, sometimes

2. Going beyond the written word as the primary

mode of communication, ICTs bring new voices
and visibilities. This not only creates a facilitative
climate for peer learning processes among nonliterate groups, but also opens up spaces for
subversion and political action.
ICT-enabled practices can sow the seeds for a
new form and culture of development. This frontier
is emergent and needs to be explored and
understood better.
All the projects also indicate that community
informatics, as a transformative development
methodology, needs to be firmly embedded in a
commitment to collectivities and social justice.

Endnotes:
1. Mahiti Manthana can be translated as 'informational churn'.
2. Prakriye, translated as 'process', as in innovating new development processes.
3. Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan is a Government of India initiative to universalise elementary education by community-

ownership of the school system. It is a response to the demand for quality basic education all over the country.
4. Kishori Chitrapata can be translated as 'images by adolescent girls'.
5. Using simple examples to illustrate a technical concept seemed to work. eg: lens is like the eye, frame is like a teviri
(the boundary of a field)
6. Computer Learning Programmes in Schools – Moving from BOOT models to an Integrated Approach and Impact
Assessment Study on the 'Regional Resource Centre for Elementary Education' which are available here:
http://itforchange.net/BOOT_Integrated and http://itforchange.net/RRCE.
7. Both are part of the Department of Education, Government of Karnataka.
8. The list of public software educational tools are available here: http://public-software.in/PS-educational-tools .
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