Digital awareness goes ‘mobile’ amid pandemic
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Many families around the
world are struggling with
remote working and school-
ing, but for Privanka, ayoung
girl of Nadoti blockof Alwar
district, atrending digital
awareness classes was no
less than a battle won. Her par-
ents used theirmeager agri-
cultural earnings to pay lor
the education of Privanka
and her two younger sib-
lings, leaving nothing o
are, However, the outbreak
of COVID-19 proved 1o be
anotherstumbling block. As
clhasseswent online, the young
gitl was unable to access the
lessons as the family did not
have a smanphone
Though Priyanka’s moth -
er, believing education isthe
key 1w do wel kn e, was deter-
mined to ensure herdaugh-
ter continued her school-
ing. there was little she could
do. When Privanka heard
about online digital classes
conducted by a community-
led programme, she imme-
diately got in touch with
neighbourhood friends and
amanged to attend classes
with them, sitting apart 1o
maintain social distancing,
with one shared smanphone
in the middle. “There werne
instances when the parents
sat beside their children to

see what was being taught ™

remarked one instructor.

When the COVID-19 out-
break hit, nearly everything
in villages, induding educa-
tion. ground w a halt Despite
being sparsely populated,
rural arcas have faced unique
challenges during the pan-
demic because of poverty
and an overall lack of supporn
compared to their urban
counterparts. Even charg-
ing a mobile phone can be
tricky.

Technol ogical marvels -
computers, the Intemet, and
social media - have con-
nected the world and creat-

ed possibilities and oppor-
tunities scarcely iImaginable
a few decades ago. But this
high-tech landscape can be
challenging. even lor those
in the most well-connected
and well-fund ed commuini -
ties. The ques tion is, how do
those on the other sade of the
digital divide - in poor and
isolated areas - acquire the
necessary tech skills and
knowledge?

In the villages of rural
India, where resources and
opparnunities are generally
scarce. information tech-
nology could be profoundly

transformative. Under-
standing this potential, a
public charitable trust with
amissdon to strengthen com-
munity development initia-
tives, Sehgal Foundation,
created a digital and life skills
dWarntness I'I'l'll“lil.lﬂli'l“" ill
2006 for children in govern-
meni schools, This initiative
has steadily expanded with
support of the foundation’s
philanthropic parmers. Dig-
ital awareness training in
smarn classrooms Is a key
component of the "Trans-
form Lives™ one school at a
time programme, whichhas

made apositive diflerence and
created a brighter future for
thousands of rural school-
children, especially girds,and
continues to expand o more
and more villages

*Through digital and life
skills aware ness training we
focus on rural vouth asthey
lack exposure and access (o
digital devices along with
theiroperational skills. With
this instiative, our objective
is to bridge the urban-rural
digital divide, so far, we have
translormed over 70 schools
and have npacied 21,785 siu-
dents.” said Navneet Narw.
al, Associate Lead. Trans-
form Lives.

Teaching digital aware-
ness in a poor, rural setting
isa complex process. Work-
ing closely with the com-
munity the foundation eams
drawon vears of experience
toovercome obstades invalv-
ing connectivirty, infrasiruc-
ture defliclencies and cul-
tural Emitatons 1o put logeth-
er a practical, robust cur-
riculum taught by hand
picked, tech-savwy local res-
idents

Students who have com-
pleted the course have used
thieir new Tound skills Lo accoss
govemment services, assist
in village projects, seek out
opportunites for themselves,
their amilies. and fellow res-
idents, and to simply explore

and enjoy the online world

that many take for granted
Students repornt being more
self-confident and motivat-
ed o pursue avenues that had
previously been closed o
them.

Following the COVID-19
outbreak, acting on the
urgency felt by studentsand
instructors of the digital
awareness classes, the Seh-
gal Foundation team devised
away o arrange onlne dass-
es, made possible by stu
dents using an older Tamily
members smartphones af
home or sharing a device in
small, socially-distanced
groups. By the end of the
spring session, 85 students
inAbwar district and 53 in Nuh
district successfully com-
pleted the digital awareness
traming course,

Digital awareness trainers
recorded the audio lessons for
radio broadcast Dightal audio-
modules, called *Udaan®
{Might), were made available
to a mass sudience through
sehgal Foundation’s com-
munity radio Alfaz -e- Mewat
in Nuh and to community
radio Alwar Ki Awaaz (an
initiative of Sunrise Univer-
sity). Even in the face of the
disruption caused by a glob -
al pandemic, the determi-
nation shown by the stu-
dents, parents and instruc-
tors kept the dream of digi-
tal awareness alive in these
communities.




