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Introduction

My name is Mrs. Peria Jakkamal. I am attending this forum and representing nearly 5000 members of women self-help groups (SHGs).  I come from a small, remote village in the state of Tamil Nadu,  India. Our village lies in the foot of Western Ghats and we have limited transport facilities. Our occupation pattern revolves around agriculture, dairy and goat rearing. We have strict community based rules, norms and values regulating the activities of women. I did not attend any school and I was an illiterate. 
VIDIYAL came to our village and made attempts to start women self-help groups (SHGs). But due to the strong community based enforcements, we did not respond to VIDIYAL’s initiatives. When we saw the function organised by VIDIYAL to celebrate World Women’s Day, we were surprised that large number of women could come together and discuss issues on savings and microfinance. It motivated us to start a women’s SHG in our village. We requested some of the male members in our community to discuss with VIDIYAL about starting the SHG.  When VIDIYAL came to our village, we laid down certain conditions for starting the SHG.  We advised that the women members will not come out of the village for federation meetings. We also indicated that we will not attend training programmes if they are organised outside our village.  Another restriction was the men from VIDIYAL should come to our village only during specified times and they should be wearing traditional dresses. VIDIYAL agreed to all our conditions.
VIDIYAL slowly started mobilising us and provided training in our village. Later we wanted to go to the office of VIDIYAL. After seeking permission from our community, we went to the office. However, when we reached VIDIYAL’s office we were hesitated to go inside. The language we speak in our community is different from the local Tamil language and we speak Tamil with a different accent. We felt shy to communicate and hence we stood outside. Women members from other SHGs and VIDIYAL staff noticed this and invited us inside. They encouraged us to interact freely with everybody and whenever we voiced out views and gave suggestions they appreciated us.
When our savings grew, the banks came forward to support us with credit. This enhanced the respect for our SHG within the community. We began to take part in the decision-making process of VIDIVELLI (The federation of SHGs). I took part in the adult education programmes and learnt to read in Tamil. I also learnt to write my name and signature in Tamil.    During this period, VIDIYAL invited me to join some of the women to attend a conference in the city of Hyderabad ( nearly  1200 kms away from my village).  Due to the confidence in VIDIYAL and VIDIVELLI, our family and our community allowed me to go to Hyderabad. Till then I had not seen a railway train and travelling in a train for the first time was a great experience. When I spoke in front of thousands of women from different parts of India in Hyderabad, I was exulted and my confidence grew. Through our SHG we built the first toilet in the village in order to improve the sanitation conditions. 
Lifelong Learning

Our village did not have a school and due to the efforts of our SHG we managed to get a primary school. Now this school has grown into a middle school and a large number of children from our community are now attending the school. In spite of me being an illiterate, I have been elected as a school committee member. 
We heard about the Lifelong Learning initiatives of the Commonwealth of Learning (COL). With the help of VIDIYAL we started interacting with the representatives of COL for launching similar initiatives in our villages. When COL pointed out that we should plan our learning process vis-à-vis group enterprises, we decided to launch goat rearing enterprises. Rearing goats is an essential component of our culture and we have full understanding of the various stakeholders involved in goat management in our region. We were told that in L3 initiative, there is no trainer-trainee relationship and that the focus is more on self-directed learning using various information and communication technologies. We were encouraged to debate about various aspects of goat rearing.
When were asked to develop market, financial and business proposals, we were not very confident. We were told that in entrepreneurship, risk-bearing is an important element and without an understanding of the finance, market and business, one cannot become an entrepreneur. We were given the analogy of managing our kitchen in the houses such as planning the food vis-à-vis resources, buying, storing, cooking etc. This gave us the confidence and we were trained in studying the value-chains in goat management. It took nearly six months to develop our business proposal.  We decided that mobile phones would become a valuable tool in managing our enterprise. It could assist in learning, exchanging information and managing emergencies. We developed a proposal for nine female goats, one buck and one mobile phone for each of the 300 participants in the initiative. We developed a business, credit and repayment plan. We went to the Indian Overseas Bank and negotiated the credit. The bank, through our federation gave Rs. 12 million as credit. 
VIDIYAL sat with us and analysed our learning needs. We also shared our indigenous knowledge on goat rearing which helped VIDIYAL in designing the learning process. It developed contents in consultation with experts and checked with us the style of presentation. Our feed back helped VIDIYAL and VIDIVELLI to finalise the contents. We also felt that audio messages through mobile phones would be apt for continuous learning. In addition, three to four SHGs joined together as a sub-federation and bought a DVD player. With the support of COL, VIDIYAL produced large number of audio messages as well as video materials. We were provided training in  using mobile phones. Now I receive simple learning messages every day. Whether I am in kitchen or managing the grazing goats in the pasture land, I am able to listen to the messages which are very useful. Once a week, we use the DVD player to see relevant video materials. Whenever we have specific doubts we call the experts in the district headquarters and obtain their suggestions.  We also talk to other SHG members who are spread around 35 villages and share our experiences. We have started a Village Knowledge Centre in our village through which we get information on government development programmes, agriculture market etc. 

My Experiences

I grew as an illiterate. I have three female and two male children. One of my sons has a  physical deformity. The interaction with VIDIYAL, SHGs and Lifelong initiatives made me realize the importance of education. When my son was ten years old, I admitted him in the first standard. I also admitted my other children in the schools and encouraged them to learn computers. My eldest son passed the tenth grade with high first class mark. My children were motivated when they saw me regularly learning in various aspects of livelihood. I watch television to learn something about agriculture and goat rearing. Whenever I come across any experts, I discuss with them about the various aspects of agriculture and animal husbandry. I use my mobile phones mostly for talking to experts, SHG members and listening to the audio messages. I can explain the differences between conventional learning and ODL. This type of lifelong learning has helped me to improve my goat rearing abilities particularly in buying good breed, better feed and health management etc. 
In my view,  the Lifelong Learning has been able to make a difference in my life due to the following reasons:

1. I was not considered as a mere student. I was treated more as a partner.

2. It had a direct relevance to my livelihood. 

3. I could continue learning while getting involved in household chores

4. While COL and VIDIYAL  facilitated learning process through mobilisation and networking, we also contributed by buying mobile phones, deciding the learning materials and investing in new livelihood activities utilising the credit of the banks.
5. The learning focused on helping us negotiating with various stakeholders such as banks, market, input traders etc.

We are sure that agencies such as the banks, mobile service companies and markets would help to strengthen our lifelong learning process, since this would also be beneficial to them.
I thank VIDIYAL and COL for this opportunity. 
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