
715 rural India ready for dig-tal
classrooms in schools?

Solid small steps, if not giant strides, are being taken towards
achieving a rural India that uses digital tools to become self-reliant

BEASDEVRALHAN

This is a mouse," the
digital centre teacher
was greeted by rolls
oflaughterassoonas
she said this.

"Doesitrun as well?Doesit eat
rice? Do cats chase it around?"
Teachers have to deal with mil-
lions of such questions. They are,
however, more than happy to en-
tertain such irreverent queries,
as they are paving the way to re-
alise the vision of adigitisedrur-
al India, one village at a time.

The stagnant state of rural ed-
ucationhas been a majorpoint of
concern for educational policy-
makers in India. A study by the
government in 2014revealed that
67% of India's population be-
longs to rural areas. The ratio of
rural-urban enrolment of stu-
dents is a massive 7:5, Despite
such a high rate of enrolment,
nearly 60% of students in rural

ture prevents meritorious rural
students from availing them-
selves of such facilities that will
broaden their horizons.

Unavailability of teachers:
The availability of trained re-
sources and their willingness to
teach in far-flung villages has
taken a severe hit in recent years.
Considering thefact that many of
these areas are either prone to
natural disasters or are hubs of
violent political activities, it is
difficult to transfer skilled edu-
cationists to these areas.

provided to students in central
universities, are to be distrib-
uted among rural stu-
dents as well.

Digital litera-
cy: In keeping
with the Skill India initiative,
soft-skill courses regarding com-
puter literacy, functioning and
hardware-software solutions are
being planned at rural centres.
The aim is to gradually develop
students learning in these cen-
tres asfuture instructors, in abid
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is provided to rural students to
bring someparity in standards of
education. Teacher training pro-
grammes, hol.dingscience work-
shops and fatrs, and ProViding
scholarships for meritorious stu-
dents have provided encourage-
mentto students of remote areas.

organisation Dasra focuses on
community-based efforts of vil-
lages dealing with primary edu-
cation. LeafbirdFoundation is al-
so doing commendable work in
providing holistic learning
mechanisms, including liberal
arts studies such as theatre andEmpowering education
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ucation has oeen a major point of
concern for educational policy-
makers in India. A study by the
governrnent in 2014revealed that
67% of India's population be-
longs to rural areas. The ratio of
rural-urban enrolment of stu-
dents is a massive 7:5. Despite
such a high rate of enrolment,
nearly 60% of students in rural
areas up to the age of 10do not
possess basic reading skills nor
can they solve simple mathemat-
ical problems. The high rate of
dropouts, nearly 50%by the age
of 14, further compounds this
problem. Amongst female stu-
dents; the dropout rate increases
even further due to the prevail-
ing socio-economic conditions.

Falling standards of
rural education
The Annual Status of Education

+- report 2014was a grim read as it
stated that barely 47%of grade-5
school children could read a
grade-2 textbook. One of the ma-
jorreasons behind this is the lack
of quality education available in
rural schools.

Infrastructural inequities:
A lot of villages deal with infra-
structural lacunae related to
electricity and potable water,
apart from unavailable funda-
mental health and hygiene re-
quirements. The teacher-student
ratio in rural schools is ap-
palling, where classrooms are
crammedwithmorethan100stu-
dents of different age groups.

Lack of connectivity: With
no or negligible access to the in-
ternet, the education provided in
schools lacks any sort of rele-
vance. While urban classrooms
are upgraded with modern tech-
nologysuchasdigitalclasses, the
lack of fundamental infrastruc-

teac mar-flung villages lias
taken a severe hit in recent years.
Considering the fact that many of
these areas are either prone to
natural disasters or are hubs of
violent political activities, it is
difficult to transfer skilled edu-
cationists to these areas.

Empowering education
through technology
Considering such limitations, it
is essential to implement the new
digitised education tools in rural
India. Introduction of such ed-
tech tools can solve the problems
of mass reach, quality and rele-
vant education. Teachers will be
available via virtual classrooms,
thereby plugging the problem of
unwillingness in educationists
to be physically present in many
such areas.

One of the major pillars of
Digital India is e-Kranti (revolu-
tion), under which immense em-
phasis has been given to digitis-
ing rural India through
e-technology,especially in thedo-
main of education. The key as-
pects attended to are:

All schools connected with
broadband: The central govern-
menthas collaborated with vari-
ous telecom service providers as
well as players such as Google
and Facebook to empower geo-
graphically-remote areas of In-
dia with basic infrastructural
set-ups for internet services.
Still,much needs tobedone since
only9% of rural India is connect-
ed to the internet, according to
the latest report by the Telecom
Regulatory Authority of India.

Free Wi-Fi in all schools:
The central government plans to
provide free Wi-Fi to 2.5 lakh
schools within the next five
years. Devices such as tablets, as
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is provided to rural students to
bring someparity in standards of
education. Teacher training pro-
grammes, holding science work-
shops and fairs, and providing
scholarshipsformeritoriousstu-
dents have provided encourage-
mentto students of remote areas.

Ata number of places, student
volunteers are offering to pro-
vide technological insights to
rural students. With their fresh
perspective on things and a focus
on entrepreneurship and inno-
vation, theyaregivingadifferent
outlook to these rural students
who are otherwise afraid of
adopting new methods and prac-
tices. It has been seen that teach-
ers feel hesitant towards using
new technologies as they are
themselves not confident, and so
the support these volunteers pro-
vide help reduce the fear of tech-
nology in village teachers also.

The role of NGOsin spreading
digital education tools across In-
dian villages is also noteworthy.
For instance, Pratham, in part-
nership with Vodafone Founda-
tion India, has started the digital
classroom initiative called
"Learn, Out of the Box" to en-
hance teaching and learning in
low-income schools using tech-
nology as the primary teaching
tool.Their Annual Status of Edu-
cation Reports have been a defin-
itive source of information on
rural educational development.

Similarly; eVidyaloka, started
by Satish Viswanathan and
Venkat Sriraman, is a not-for-
profit organisation that aims to
improve the quality of education
in remote regions of India
through digital classrooms. In
the same vein, the philanthropic

organisation Dasra focuses on
community-based efforts of vil-
lages dealing with primary edu-
cation. LeafbirdFoundation is al-
so doing commendable work in
providing holistic learni
mechanisms, including liberal
arts studies such as theatre and
film-making to students of vtl-
lages in Uttarakhand.

In terms of NGOs sponsored
by international or central agen-
cies, Teachfor India (apart of the
Teachfor Allglobalnetwork) and
State Bank of India's Youth for
India fellowship have given great
impetus to the progress of rural
education and infrastructure.

The fact that such initiatives
and programmes are well-re-
ceived proves that rural schools
are ready for new-age teaching
methods through digital class-
rooms. All they need is imple-
mentation on a large-scale to en-
sure quality education.

Solid steps, if not giant
strides, have been taken towards
achieving a rural India that uses
digital tools to become self-re-
liant. Problems of migration,
lack of connectivity and unavail-
ability of resources can be
tackled head-on by employing
adequate resources to equip vil-
lages with the infrastructure
needed for rapid digitisation. As
wide-eyed village children ogle
at the plethora of information
opening up in front of them,
the seeds of a Digital India
dream can be seen germinating,
and it can be safely said that rur-
al India is indeed ready for digi-
tal classrooms.

Theauthor is CEO& co-founder;
NextEducation India PvtLtd

Dii!tiil litera-
cy: In keeping
with the Skill India initiative,
soft-skill courses regarding com-
puter literacy; functioning and
hardware-software solutions are
being planned at rural centres.
The aim is to gradually develop
students learning in these cen-
tresasfutureinstructors,inabid
to enrich rural digital education
through own human resources.

The problems of
migration, lack of
connectivity and
unavailability of

resources can be tackled
head-on by employing
adequate resources to
equip villages with the
infrastructure needed for

rapid digitisation

MOOCs: There is a focus on
developing Massive Online Open
Courses to help rural students
pursue any course of their
choice from institutions all over
the country and abroad as well.
These courses comprise the lat-
-est syllabus taught by eminent
academicians as well as industry
leaders via virtual classrooms.

Partners in
development
The CSR wings of a number of
organisations have played a ma-
jor part in the initial investment
of digital tools in rural areas.
Various companies have adopted
villages and have collaborated to
ensure that basic infrastructure


