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“Just as I have benefitted from this programme, I want to help other women, so that they can
empower themselves through it.”

Sugna Devi

T

o make a woman literate means to liberate her. And Sugna has stood testimony to that, by being one of those
few examples. Her ability to read, write and calculate has not only opened avenues for her and her husband,
but has also liberated her daughters-in-law.

A resident of the Nibadiya village, in Ramnagar Block of Jaunpur District, Sugna was not always like that. She was
conservative, careless with calculations and dependent on her husband for the simplest of things. She was
incapable of helping her husband at the little shop they ran in the village—something that troubled her often and a
reality she wanted to change about herself. Whenever her husband had to replenish supplies, Sugna would
hesitantly manage the shop. She found it difficult to manage it and ended up incurring loses owing to
miscalculations.
While the work front was tedious, a lack of exposure led Sugna to resort to dogmatic ways of running her family.
She would not allow her daughters-in-law the freedom and financial independence they deserved.
But all this was about to change soon with Development Alternatives’ intervention in the area through TARA
Akshar+. To equip herself with reading and calculations skills in order to lend a helping hand to her husband; Sugna
enrolled herself in the programme.
The two hours she spent at the TARA Akshar centre not only helped her to read, write and calculate, but also led her
to develop a sense of confidence and independence. The literacy programme has completely transformed her life.
She is no longer a conservative mother-in-law to her three daughters-in-law. She is willing to give them more
freedom and has also discontinued the practice of purdah (veil) in her home.
Her improved calculation skills now allows her husband to travel out more often to fetch supplies and look for
alternate opportunities.
Sugna was so impressed by the programme that she decided to share the benefits of TARA Akshar+ by opening a
centre at her home. She says: “Just as I have benefitted from this programme, I want to help other women, so that
they can empower themselves through it.”
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“I liked learning through the laptop and never felt that I was doing a difficult task like studying.”

Sharmila

F

or twenty eight years, Sharmila never felt the need to become literate; until, it was time to enroll her first
child into school. Managing the house alone, while her husband Rajesh made a living in Mumbai, crisis struck
her when her eldest son became eligible to go to school.

She felt helpless and at loss when she had to fulfill the admission formalities. She had to request others to fill the
admission forms and take care of other procedures something she could have done easily, had she known how to
read and write. This incident made her realise the importance of being literate and how independent it can make
an individual.
Looking for an opportunity to acquire reading and writing skills, Sharmila stumbled upon the TARA Akshar+
programme. Sharmila decided to enroll for the programme and attended classes regularly. She specifically chose
the afternoon slot when her youngest child would be taking a nap. It was amazing to see how easily she took to the
teaching style of the programme and its use of the laptop. “I liked learning through the laptop and never felt that I
was doing a difficult task like studying,” she said.
Her hard work and dedication soon paid off. She was able to read, write and make simple calculations.
“My life changed. I was not only able to enroll my second child in school all by myself, but also started to follow my
children’s progress in school.” Sharmila now helps her children do their homework and keeps a tab on their
progress. Her new found ability to read and write has instilled new found confidence in her and she is eager to learn
new things in life.
Currently, Sharmila is studying at ‘Apni Pathshala’ (the continuing education and empowering component of the
TARA Akshar+ programme) and wants to learn stitching.
“I don’t want to earn just to augment my family income as my husband earns enough for us, I want to earn for my
self-respect; for my independence,” she says.
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"I am now capable of managing my work and responsibilities related to the SHG and her house
very well. "

Chandra Devi

I

t is quite aptly pointed out that a leader should be educated and literate. A skill that not only helps one
discharge duties effectively but also be a model of change. In this case it was Chandra Devi. A resident of
Paranpur village and the President of the Laxmi Self Help Group (SHG), Chandra Devi faced a major challenge in
discharging her duties effectively—it was illiteracy. Her inability to read, write and do calculations, made her
dependent on others to function properly as a leader and also made her a poor role model for fellow members to
follow. This handicap nagged Chandra Devi frequently as she looked for ways to make herself literate.
The answer came in the form of the TARA Akshar+ programme. The programme with its unique teaching strategy
addressed Chandra Devi’s concerns of being able to learn to read and write at her age.
“I was not confident whether I would be able to learn reading, writing and calculating at this age.”
However, Chandra started liking the programme and enjoyed the classes with her friends. According to her, the
best part of the programme was the fun and ease with which she could learn letters and numerals by referring
them to items of daily use. This helped in recalling letters and numbers, which otherwise, seemed
incomprehensible to her. For example, the simple task of cutting tomatoes, reminded her of the Hindi letter ‘?’
(ta).
Gradually, Chandra was able to recall all the letters and form simple words. She is now a literate woman and can
make basic calculations. She is independent, capable of managing work and responsibilities related to the SHG and
her house very well.
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“My ability to read saved me from a big trouble. After hearing my story, many women of the village
started learning. I have become an inspiration to my village folks.”

Nagina Devi

T

hey say, behind every successful man, there is a woman. In the case of Nagina Devi, it was her husband who
encouraged and supported her to become literate. Unable to receive education during her childhood, due to
poverty, Nagina Devi’s salvation came after her marriage.

When the TARA Akshar+ programme came to her village, Sheetal - her husband, was very excited and wanted
Nagina to enroll herself for the programme. He persuaded and encouraged her to attend the classes. She started
going to the centre and gradually took liking to the programme’s teaching method. During the two-month course,
Nagina attended classes with full sincerity and dedication. Even though on way to being literate, she had yet not
realized the importance of this skill.
When, one day, Nagina was returning home from her parent’s place, her brother dropped her at the railway station
and left her with instructions. Nagina sat there at the platform and waited for the train to arrive. Her attention was
diverted by a man showing tricks with a monkey. She got so engrossed in the tamasha (play) that she didn’t realise
that her train had arrived. She realised only when the train started to move. Nagina was now in a state of panic and
unable to understand which was her train. To her dismay, she couldn’t get any clear and confident answer since
everyone was busy catching their own train. “I felt like crying. But suddenly realised there was something written
on the trains in Hindi and numbers. I immediately went near it and tried to read. It was a big relief when I read
‘Banaras to Bhadohi’ written on the very same train.” Nagina boarded that train. That day, Nagina’s ability to read
helped her to reach home safely.
The incident made Nagina realise the importance of education. She told everyone that she could reach home safely
only because she knew how to read. Her eyes lit up with pride and happiness when she said, “My ability to read
saved me from a big trouble. After hearing my story, many women of the village started learning. I have become an
inspiration to my village folks.”
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“The biggest advantage of this programme is that we didn’t have to devote much time and yet we
got to learn a lot. The entire programme was designed to make learning easy and fun”

Tara Devi

T

ara Devi is not an extraordinary woman. But her story is one that inspires. Her indomitable will and hope to
learn and be literate had its challenges, but Tara Devi overcame each one with much elegance. A resident of
the Pachwal village, she and her husband have six children.

As a kid, Tara always yearned to attend school but the financial deprivation of the family did not let Tara fulfill her
dream. As a result, she grew up to be an illiterate woman. After marriage, she got entangled in household activities
and forgot her desire and dream to study. Responsibilities increased further, after the addition of five kids in her
life.
However, fate was about to change for her. She heard that TARA Akshar+ programme had come to her village. It was
an ICT-based literacy programme that taught illiterate women to read, write and do basic calculations in just two
months. All one had to do was to spare mere two hours a day, from one’s schedule.
TARA Akshar+ programme rekindled in Tara the desire to get educated. After so many years, she was reminded of
her dream. But it was not an easy task for her to get enrolled in the programme. Tara was expecting her 6th child at
that time and her family denied her the permission. She felt helpless and tried to console herself but it was futile as
she couldn’t avail the opportunity. Finally, she mustered the courage to go against the wishes of her family
members. She went and enrolled herself at the centre. This made her family quite upset but Tara had made up her
mind and she believed in the righteousness of her decision.
After finishing her daily chores, she would reach the center. This was a tiring task for a woman who was expecting.
Her fellow classmates advised her to take rest. But when they saw her determination, they too felt encouraged and
supported her.
“It was not that I didn’t get tired, but the happiness of learning something new filled me with enthusiasm. I knew it
was just a matter of two months. And the proximity of the centre to my home made things easier for me,” she said.
A few days after completing her two-month course at the center, she gave birth to a baby boy. Tara continues to go
to ‘Apni Pathshala’ (the continuing education and empowerment programme of TARA Akshar+) after her child goes
to sleep.
“The biggest advantage of this programme is that we didn’t have to devote much time and yet we got to learn a lot.
The entire programme was designed to make learning easy and fun,” she said.
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"I have become a major source of inspiration in my peer group, encouraging other women to take up
the programme."

Bindu Devi

T

here is no age for learning. Everyone at any age is eligible to learn provided they have the will and interest to
do so. Illiterate and uneducated, Bindu Devi felt ashamed of her incapability, especially since she was
married to a school teacher, Shridhar. Her husband’s taunts to her of being an ‘unpadh’ (illiterate) further
added to her misery. She used to avoid going to his school since watching kids young literate made her feel self
conscious. A handicap, she wanted to overcome desperately.
Her prayers were to be answered soon, when TARA Akshar+ intervened in the Ainach village. TARA Akshar+ is an ICT
based literacy method that addresses the problem of adult illiteracy in India. The programme is designed to be
affordable, addresses the problem in just 56 contact days. The programme works to build capabilities and impart
skills to adults through a simple, approachable model; enabling illiterate people to read, write and do simple
calculations. Grabbing the much awaited opportunity, Bindu enrolled into the programme and started attending
classes regularly. This was further complemented when her husband started to help her out and coached her
regularly.
Today, Bindu has come a long way. She has graduated from being a student to a teacher. She imparts basic literacy
skills to students of Class 1 in her husband’s school. She has also become a major source of inspiration in her peer
group, encouraging other women to take up the programme. Bindu’s husband has not only stopped taunting her
but wants her to study further.
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"I got a lot more than my expectation. These changes mean a lot to me. I am very happy with
myself now.”

Meena Devi

T

o be literate or educated liberates one. It makes one confident, gives vision and a voice to be heard. And it all
happened in the case of Meena. From not wanting to study as a kid to changing her life as a married woman,
the importance of being educated came to Meena very late. However, instead of deterring her, it only added
fuel to her will for learning.
Her first realisation came soon after marriage. Her husband was a school teacher. She felt ashamed at her
incapability to read, write and do simple calculations, despite being married to a teacher. Meena asked her
husband to help but he could not devote his time to teach her. It also made her miserable to know that no one took
her opinion and thoughts seriously due to her lack of knowledge.
Very often she expressed to her family her will to learn. But she was discouraged by them, especially her brotherin-law who thought it to be madness. However, with the support from her husband and with the help of TARA
Akshar+, Meena’s fate was to change. One day, her husband heard of TARA Akshar+ programme running in the
nearby village. The programme is a comprehensive package of learning tools, methods, and materials being
delivered through software, customised books and learning aids. He informed Meena and when the programme
came to their village, Meena started studying. She paid attention to little details. She realised how every letter and
numeral depicted something new. She was surprised to see how almost everything could be remembered so easily.
Meena completed her studies with flying colours.
Today, Meena runs a small shop in the village that sells mud utensils and diyas made by her. Meena learnt the skills
on her own after reading different guide books. With the calculating skills she learnt at TARA Akshar+, she keeps the
accounts of the shop she runs.
She is extremely happy with herself and is amazed with the changes in her life, which were possible only after
becoming literate. She is independent now and has gained respect in the family too. Now, her opinion matters,
which was not the case earlier. Meena says: “I never expected these changes in my life. I just wanted to be literate
so that no one calls me the illiterate wife of a school teacher. But I got a lot more than my expectation. These
changes mean a lot to me. I am very happy with myself now.”
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"We learnt a lot of new things in a playful manner. It was real fun.”

Shanno Begum

W

hen Shanno Begum turned 50, she was happy to think that most of her responsibilities were taken care
off and the struggles of her life were now over . But fate had different plans for her. It was about to make
Shanno a student from a grandmother and eventually a bread-winner for the family-something that
was always taken care of by her husband.
After her husband died, Shanno was thrown into a predicament of sorts. With the three sons still studying and two
daughters married, it was on Shanno to now manage the scraper shop her husband ran. On the very first day she
realised that it was impossible to run a shop without basic knowledge of doing calculations.
For a while she tried managing it by taking help from others and relying on the honesty of the clients. However, this
arrangement was not going to work for long since she was incurring losses. Hence, she called her brother to
manage the shop. But she knew it was not the permanent solution as her brother’s family was living somewhere
else and he could come here to help her for a short duration only. It was proving hard to find a long term solution to
the problem.
One day while doing her chores she heard a knock on her door. Their neighbor was calling her name. She stepped
out of her home and found some people standing outside along with village kids, who were chanting ‘Padho
Behno.’ (Come learn sisters!). The neighbour told Shanno about the TARA Akshar+ team that had arrived in the
village to teach illiterate women. The programme through its literacy and numeracy method was helping women
to read, write and do simple arithmetic in less than two months. Shanno recalls, “This was like a God sent
opportunity for me. I immediately took admission and began my studies.”
The results started to show soon and Shanno started helping her brother in running the shop. By now, she had
learnt basic maths and was able to do simple calculations. She explains, “In the TARA Akshar+ programme,
notoriously difficult subjects like maths are taught in a manner that completely uneducated women like me could
follow without much difficulty. We learnt a lot of new things in a playful manner. It was real fun.”
After studying for two months, she was able to make calculations correctly and independently. She now felt
confident enough to run the shop on her own and asked her brother to return home and take care of his own
household. Shanno gets emotional and is teary eyed when she thinks of the times she was lost and had no clue
about her life, the shop and the various other responsibilities. But she knows that now these tears symbolise
happiness, relief, satisfaction, and a sense of accomplishment.
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“What I have learnt in life is that problems may close doors for you but they also can open some
new doors. It all depends as to how you look at them and how you deal with them.”

Ramratti

R

amratti may have been an illiterate woman but her indomitable spirit surprises everyone. She lives in
Vedpura village with her husband, Phool Chandraand and their five children. Phool Chandra worked as a
labourer and was the sole bread earner for the family. As the children were growing, the needs of the
household also started increasing, which was not being met by Phool Chandra’s meagre income.
Both Ramratti and Phool Chandra were finding it difficult to augment the family income. It was decided that
Ramratti would find some paid work. However, her lack of education made it impossible for her to find work.
Ramratti was not someone who could be cowed down easily by adversity. She decided to learn calculations from
her children. This plan failed too because when she was free her children were in school and when the children
were at home, Ramratti was occupied with household work.
One day she heard about the TARA Akshar centre was opening up in the village. The programmme was enabling
illiterate people to read, write and also do simple arithmetic. Ramratti was amongst the first women to enroll in the
programme. She attended the classes for two-months during that time of the day when she was free from her daily
chores. She displayed a lot of interest and dedication in learning. She knew that the financial problems in her family
could only be solved through education.
Today Ramratti runs a vegetable shop in her village. Every day, she goes to the wholesale market to buy vegetables
for the shop. She does the loading and unloading of vegetables all by herself. In her spare time she attends ‘Apni
Pathshala’ (the continuing education and empowerment programme of TARA Akshar+). “What I have learnt in life
is that problems may close doors for you but they also can open some new doors. It all depends as to how you look
at them and how you deal with them,” she says. Today, Ramratti is an example for other women in her village. She is
now a well-informed woman who is supporting her family financially and is not dependent on anyone.
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“After facing so many problems, I have realised that education is the
solution to most problems.”

Ramdulari Devi

R

amdulari found life and independence, when she reached an age (50 years) where most stop desiring and
dreaming for something new and relies on others for each and everything in their lives. Her happy, married,
familial life took a turn for the worse when her husband died. Dependent on her husband for most of her
needs, she now had to take up the responsibility of fending for herself. Matters got worse when her six children
decided to abandon her. She was completely at a loss, unable to fathom her loss and clueless about what to do.
“It was a very difficult phase for me. I had no one to support me. I could not rely on anyone. I desperately needed to
do something for my survival,” recollects Ramdulari. After much difficulty she managed to find some work at a shop
where she stitched mattresses. She always doubted that she was being paid less, but could not find a voice to raise
her concerns. She was aware that this limitation was only because she was unable to do calculations and prove her
instinct to be true.
However, one day, she saw some women in her village with books in their hands. She jokingly asked them if they
were coming back from school and was surprised when they all nodded their heads. She shared with those women
her experience of working in the shop and how she was being cheated there.
They advised her to take admission in the TARA Akshar+ programme. She laughed at the suggestion, saying, “How
can I study at this age?” To this, women explained her that one can study at any age, if one is willing to study and
work hard. Ramdulari didn’t say anything at that time but she understood that the women were right. Next day she
went and enrolled herself at the TARA Akshar centre.
Ramdulari found the techniques used in TARA Akshar+ programme very helpful. Learning to read and write in Hindi
and doing simple calculations came with much ease.
While she was still studying, she got a job of a cook at a school nearby. Ramdulari shares, “They wanted to offer this
job only to someone who could read and write. And in 56 days, I had become eligible for the job which had a much
better salary (Rs 2,500 per month). And since she was able to do simple calculations now, nobody could cheat her
anymore.
“After facing so many problems, I have realised that education is the solution to most problems. It even reunited
me with my children.”Today, Ramdulari is self-reliant and has an identity of her own.
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“I am confident, independent and most importantly, aware of my rights.”

Meena Devi

F

rom being resigned to the fate of dependency to raising her voice against corruption, Meena Devi has come a
long way. A resident of the Bhangeri village, she never got a chance to pursue education. As a child, it was
financial constraints that prevented her from going to school and as a married woman, familial
responsibilities bogged her down. Illiterate Meena suffered a lot after marriage as everyone in the family,
especially her husband treated badly and taunted her for her inability to read and write. She felt helpless and
grieved at her incapability. .
Always praying and wanting to change her plight, Meena Devi jumped at the opportunity when TARA Akshar+ came
to her village. She enrolled herself like many other women in the village. “I never thought I would be ever able to
learn so much but to my surprise, I learnt plenty of things at the centre in just two months. Honestly speaking, I was
not expecting any radical change in my life, I just wanted to stop all the taunts. That was it. But after becoming
literate, I start reading newspapers, boardings and almost everything around me and gained so much knowledge
that it turned my whole personality and changed the way my family looked at me. ”
Meena shares an interesting story that highlights how literacy changed her life.
“My sister-in-law was pregnant and incidentally, at that time we were being taught maths in the TARA Ganit course.
When she gave birth to a healthy child, I went to see her in the hospital. The next day, l was informed by Asha didi
(Health worker) about the Janani Suraksha Yojana (a health scheme that provides mothers with monetary
support). I went to the health centre and gathered all the information about the scheme. I filled the form with Asha
didi’s help and handed it over to my brother,” says Meena Devi.
“But my brother failed to receive any money from Asha didi since she kept postponing the payment. Finally, tired of
the delay, I went to collect the money myself. To my surprise, Asha didi handed over the cheque, but demanded Rs
600/- as commission,” added Meena Devi. Knowing that this was just a ploy to take bribe, Meena Devi refused to
pay the amount and also asked Asha didi to more honest with her job.
Meena’s in-laws are now proud of her. Meena is also happy with her new-found status of being literate. “I am
confident, independent and most importantly, aware of my rights.”
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“I have stopped burdening my husband. I visit my children’s school
regularly and also keep an eye on their study.”

Savitri Devi

S

avitri Devi and her husband Pradeep Kumar Yadav live in Chakanraipur village with their two daughters and a
son. Their daughters are studying and the son is still too young to go to school. Savitri’s parents never cared to
send her to school and neither did she show any interest in learning to read and write. This lack of education
made Savitri Devi conservative and never liked her daughters going to school either. She always found an excuse to
keep them away from school.
Even though she used to face problems due to her inability to read and write, she hardly bothered to change that
about herself. For instance, she could not sign on her daughters’ report cards, so she would simply put this
responsibility on her husband, not realising how dependent she was on her husband. One day her younger
daughter heard about the TARA Akshar+ programme. She asked her mother to go and study there but Savitri
refused. However, her daughter’s insistence convinced her and she yielded to her daughter’s wish.
Savitri started attending her classes at the centre. While studying at the centre she realised that she had missed out
a lot in life. She was fascinated by the laptop at the centre used to eagerly wait for the next day, so that she could go
to the centre and study with the help of the laptop. She even brought her daughters to the centre to have a look of
the laptop.
Today, Savitri is a literate woman. She understands the importance of education in life.
“Everyone should study. If you haven’t done so during your childhood, do it now, but please do it,” says a confident
Savitri. She does not stop her daughters from going to school any longer and is proactive about their education.
“I have stopped burdening my husband to sign our daughter’s report cards. I visit their school regularly and also
keep an eye on their study.”
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"I could raise my voice against injustice only because literacy had turned
me into a well-informed woman."

Pan Kumari Devi

L

iteracy is not just a necessity it is empowerment, awareness and self confidence. It made Pan Kumari stand up
for her rights and fight for her peers. A resident of Alamganj village, Pan Kumari Devi could not attend school
due to a poor financial conditions of her home. Her inability to read and write made life difficult for her since
she was highly dependent on others. However, that made her ensure that she would not let her children suffer and
make sure that they received education.
Pan Kumari shares, “When I was illiterate, everyone made a fool of me. While shopping I could not calculate the
bills. I had to plead with people to help me fill the forms in banks. People used to laugh at me. I felt so ashamed of
myself.” When the TARA Akshar+ programme came to her village, she was one of the first few to enroll. At the same
time, she was little apprehensive about her ability to learn in such a short span of time. But her fears quickly
vanished. “The TARA Akshar+ programme taught us to read, write and do arithmetic, in a very easy and learnerfriendly way.”
Everyday she learnt something new on issues like hygiene, health, women empowerment etc. She could see a
positive change in herself which was going to be put to test soon.
Pan Kumari and her friends worked as farmers for a landlord in the village. One day they learnt that the workers in
the neighbouring villages were getting 10 kilograms of wheat as wages for sowing seeds. They decided to tell the
landlord that they would not work for 7 kilograms of wheat. The landlord readily agreed. But when the job of
sowing seeds was completed, the landlord back tracked from his word and gave them only 7 kilograms of wheat as
wages. Pan Kumari told everyone not to take the wheat and rallied them to go on protest against this injustice.
As a result, all the women led by Pan Kumari protested and sat on a dharna. The women did not fall for the
landlord’s repeated threats to call the police and challenged the landlord, instead.
“Let the police also know how we have been fooled,” said an agitated Kumari.
The landlord realised that the women could not be fooled easily and accepted their demands. The women now get
10 kilograms of wheat as wages for their labour. Pan Kumari reiterates that she could raise her voice against
injustice only because literacy had turned her into a well-informed woman.
“I could read and write that made me aware of my rights. I am an independent woman, free from the burden of
illiteracy.”
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“Now I am not scared nor is my family worried about me about me going
out alone. I was happy before also but now I have become brave too.”

Nisha Devi

N

isha lives in Puraipur village with her husband Shiv Mangal. She remained illiterate because her parents
were too poor and could not afford her schooling. This was a constant source of misery for her since Nisha
could not contribute in her children’s studies or assist them in any manner. Nisha recalls, “I felt bad when
my children started going to school and I could not help them in their studies.”
This inability also made her dependent. No one allowed her to go out for any work as they felt that she could be
fooled by anyone. She had never stepped out of her village alone. In fact, she never went out alone even to the local
market or the bank.
Even though life was easy for Nisha, yet, she always dreaded the day when she would have to do things on her own.
For instance, when she was invited for a wedding she had to wait for her children to read it out to her to know the
family and locality; or when any call came on her mobile, she would always ask for the identity of the caller, even
though the name was saved and would appear on the screen. Nisha’s situation became hilarious after a point when
she had to ask her husband to identify himself on the phone.
Hence when TARA Akshar Centre opened in her village, she enrolled herself immediately. The TARA Akshar+
programme was enabling illiterate people to read, write and do simple calculations.
After studying for two months at the centre Nisha became well versed in reading and writing and could do simple
calculations. Nisha found good instructors at the centre who explained even the difficult things in the simplest and
fun manner. She never felt that she was doing something difficult during the entire course of the programme.
Nisha shares, “In two hours, we studied using the laptop, flash cards, books and copies, so we never got bored and
we remembered everything that was taught.”
Today, Nisha is literate. She can read wedding cards and inform her husband and kids about them. She smiles and
says, “Now I am not scared nor is my family worried about me about me going out alone. I was happy before also
but now I have become brave too. TARA Akshar+ helped me transform into a confident, smart and free from the
bondages of illiteracy.”
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"I can tell from my experience that education reduces the probability of
loss or damage and empowers you in many ways.”

Meera Devi

M

eera lives in Malai village. She faced a lot of problems because of her inability to read and write. “I
specially did not like the fact that I was dependant on others for almost everything in life.” And even
though she looked for ways to change the situation, she found none. When TARA Akshar+ Centre
opened in the village, Meera enrolled herself for the programme immediately.
She feels blessed to have done so since it helped her not be fooled. She recalls an incident that took place after she
had completed the TARA Akshar+ programme.
“Each time I would to go to bank for depositing money, I would rely on others to fill the deposit form. This time, I
went to the bank and took a boy’s help in filling the deposit-form; as I was not too confident in filling it myself. It was
a long queue so I just went through the form and was shocked to find that the boy had written down his own name
and account number instead of mine. I tried searching for the boy but I was unable to find him. I tore the form and
filled a new form all by myself and made it validated from others. Literacy made me self-sufficient and I was saved
from being duped because I could read and write. If the boy had succeeded in duping me that day, the entire fault
would have been mine because I gave him the opportunity to cheat me,” she says.
“It is therefore important for everybody to study so that no one can cheat you. I can tell from my experience that
education reduces the probability of loss or damage and empowers you in many ways.”
Today, Meera does all her work by herself, like shopping, paying the electricity bill, travelling to the nearby
locations.
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“I have become an entrepreneur now. Everything that was taught to us at
TARA Akshar + has made me capable of doing all my work with ease and
without fear.”

Poonam Devi

T

he importance of education hit Poonam when she saw her husband over-burdened. Her misery stem from
the fact that her illiteracy prevented her from helping her husband out. A resident of Pariyat village, Poonam
and her husband have four children. Her husband Manish is a farmer and owns acres of land. Since he was
the sole manager of all the lands he was over-burdened with work. He handled everything-right from buying the
seeds, tilling the land to going to the market and selling the crops and vegetables. Since he was unable to find a
suitable and trustworthy partner he chose to do all the work, even though it was stressful.
Even though Poonam understood her husband’s problem and wanted to help him, it was her illiteracy that stood
as a major obstruction.
She recalls, “I always felt a pinch of regret that I did not know how to read or calculate. Though, I helped him in
farming, but when it came to doing business I was of no help to him.”
One day Poonam visited a bank to fulfil some formalities. Her signatures were required on a bank form. Since she
could not write, she had to give her thumb impression. Seeing this, the clerk at the bank advised her to enrol for the
TARA Akshar+ programme. The very next day she enrolled herself at the centre.
“When I told my husband about it, he laughed at me and said that education at this age will not be an easy task.”
She says.
Nonetheless, Poonam started studying and in two months of time she was able to assist her husband in his
business. Her husband was impressed to see her dedication towards education. Today, Poonam handles the
business as; right from transporting to selling crops in the market.
Happiness and pride are reflected in Poonam’s eyes and voice when she adds, “I have become an entrepreneur
now. Everything that was taught to us at TARA Akshar+ has made me capable of doing all my work with ease and
without fear.”
Poonam feels that after learning these easy techniques, anyone can become efficient in calculations. She shares “I
really liked learning Maths. NowI can do calculations easily.”
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"My hard work, patience and strong will paid off."

Ramkali

I

”

want to tell every woman that being illiterate is a curse. It’s important for all to become literate,” says Ramkali.
This wisdom comes to her after alot of hardship and self realisation. Her story is one that proves that literacy
can help curb or eliminate social evils like domestic violence and women discrimination.

Ramkali lives in Jivati village with her husband, three children and in-laws. Her husband Ravindra Kumar Yadav is a
utensil maker and is the sole bread winner for his family. Ramkali could not support her family financially since
illiteracy prevented her from finding a suitable job. Even though she was a member of a Self Help Group, she felt
inferior to the other members since most knew how to read and write.
“I wanted to study but could never find an opportunity. I used to feel helpless,” shares Ramkali.
But she found the solution when TARA Akshar+ Centre opened in her village. She expressed her desire to study to
her husband and in-laws. But to her dismay, her family refused assuming that it would affect the household chores.
Ramkali did not waver from her path and took didi’s (instructor from the TARA Akshar centre) help to convince her
family. Didi was successful in persuading Ramkali’s family after a long chat.
She started going to the centre and attended her classes sincerely. However, during the initial days only, things
turned ugly for her when one day she delayed a task asked of her by her husband. Ravindra, her husband, could not
stand that Ramkali was not prompt in following his orders and beat her up. But this could not stop her of studying.
She came to centre during the evening batch and informed her instructor about the incident. The TARA Akshar+
team intervened immediately and explained to Ravindra that domestic violence was an offence and that the entire
family could be convicted. They further explained to him the benefits of Ramkali’s ability to read and write. After a
lot of persuasion her husband agreed and Ramkali resumed her classes.
After almost two months, Ramkali is now literate and confident. She knows about all the government schemes that
can benefit her and has also enrolled two of her children in primary school. The youngest child has been enrolled in
an anganwadi. Life for Ramkali has changed after attending the TARA Akshar+ programme. Her husband doesn’t
raise his hand or voice at her. He listens to her opinion and also respects them.
Ramkali has also started to support the family financially, thereby reducing the burden on her husband. She runs a
small bangle shop in her village. It was a long and tumultuous journey for Ramkali, but her hard work, patience and
strong will paid off.
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"I did everything myself, right from collecting the form to submitting it
to the concerned authorities.”

Nasreen Bano

N

asreen Bano lives with her husband in Kantit village. Her husband is a rickshaw puller—hence one can
assume that the couple only makes enough to make ends meet. Even though she wanted to support her
husband, she was unable to do so. She was illiterate and could not find a suitable job to bring in more
earnings. Her guilt grew after the couple had children. The growing needs were met with difficulty.
Hence Nasreen awaited an opportunity to make herself employable. Her patience paid off when TARA Akshar
Centre opened in her village. Nasreen made use of the opportunity and enrolled herself for the programme. While
she was still studying at the centre her sister-in-law’s marriage was decided upon. All the brothers had to
contribute to the wedding budget.
Nasreen recollects, “Due to our poor financial position, we found it difficult to contribute. My friend informed me
about a financial institute that provided loans. I approached the institute and after furnishing all my details, got the
loan. I did everything myself, right from collecting the form to submitting it to the concerned authorities.”
Nasreen’s husband was elated to receive the monetary help. He appreciated her gesture and applauded her for her
intelligence.
“He even told me that I have become very intelligent, after going to TARA Akshar centre,” recalls Nasreen. This
incident instilled in Nasreen self-confidence and motivation towards learning.
Her favourite session during the TARA Akshar+ programme was the story of the Matra Family.
She shares, “I learnt reading and writing in Hindi quickly through the medium of stories. In just two months, I learnt
to do calculations. I thought I was dumb but TARA Akshar+ programme is designed in such a way that the dumbest
person can also learn easily.”
Life has taken a turn for the good for Nasreen. She is in the process of starting her own business and would soon be
able to financially support her husband.
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“I love to see my family much more relaxed. I never expected that my
studying would improve everything and my family would be so happy.”

Phoolpatti Devi

P

hoolpatti Devi lives in the Sandwa village with her husband, Manish, two children and her father-in-law.
Manish is affected with learning disability hence, can’t contribute to the family’s earnings. Along with her
father-in-law, Phoolpatti Devi owns an atta chakki (flour mill). Although the responsibilities of the shop are
shared by both, due to Phoolpatti’s illiteracy, she could help her father-in-law in managing the finances of the mill.
As a result, the mill would remain close when her father-in-law would be travelling; thereby affecting the earnings.
Even though she tried helping her father-in-law, she was aware that her illiteracy was major hindrance.
“I felt bad that at this age, he has to do so much of work. In stead of taking rest and enjoying a relaxed life like other
old people, he was working consistently and as hard as young people.” One day she heard about the TARA Akshar+
programme, which was enabling illiterate women to read, write and do simple arithmetic. Initially, she could not
think of enrolling herself for the programme because of her engagements at home and work but soon she was
elated when she learnt that the programme needed only two hours from her routine.
Phoolpatti shares, “This programme has been designed keeping in mind the needs of women like me. Otherwise, it
would have been difficult for me to spare time from my daily schedule. At TARA Akshar+, we learn things as per our
convenience and that too in such less time.”
After completing the course, she is able to run the atta chakki on her own. She has considerably reduced her fatherin-law’s burden and is independent.
She shares with pride, “I love to see my family much more relaxed. I never expected that my studying would
improve everything and my family would be so happy.”
A new phase has dawned in Phoolpatti’s life, as the rays of literacy have filled her life with hope, happiness and
confidence.
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“After becoming literate, I got respect even from those who earlier
used to chide me.”

Kavita

I

”

am the same person. The only difference is that now I am literate. There used to be a time when I used to be
invisible to people but that is not the case anymore.”

Eighteen-year old Kavita lives in Patti dulas village. She has done nothing exceptional, yet her existence is taken
more seriously now. What changed in her? She is a literate and can read and write now.
“I suffered a lot due to my inability to read and write. I was always confused about calculations and would evade
questions regarding money transactions People ignored me and never paid heed to what I was saying.” Even
though as a kid Kavita showed interest in studying, her parents could not afford it.
When TARA Akshar+ was introduced in her village, she grabbed the opportunity and enrolled herself for the
classes. By the end of two months, Kavita transformed into a new person. She witnessed a positive change in
everyone’s attitude towards her.
She is amused when she recollects, “Earlier, I did not know how to sign my name; so I used to provide my thumb
impression for all the paper work. But after becoming literate, one day, I went to lend something from a grocery
shop and the shopkeeper gave me the ink pad for my thumb impression, but I asked for a pen. He was surprised at
my new found ability.”
She further adds, “I knew that if I had to study at some point in my life; I would have to take the long haul. But, here
at the TARA Akshar centre, it took me just two months to learn so much and gain much needed information.”
Once she went to the village head in connection of some work. The village head made her sit and offered her water.
“This was not what he was expected of doing, had I been an illiterate girl. He even told me that he was proud of
me.”, Kavita says with a smile, “After becoming literate, I got respect even from those who earlier used to chide me.”
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"It was wonderful to learn letters and numbers through the objects we use in the daily
household chore.”

Shyam Kumari

S

hyam Kumari was born to a farmer and had a large family. Her family comprised of ten members—seven
siblings, her father, mother and she. Even though her father wanted to provide education to all his daughters,
yet the poor financial status of the family prevented him from doing so. It was impossible for him to feed his
family and also incur the cost of teaching his daughters. All day long, the daughters used to help their parents at
the farm and do household chores. Remembering her childhood days, she said: “Although my father wanted us to
have education but rest of our family did not understand the importance of education, that too for girls; so, we (the
siblings) were also not very keen to go to school.”
The realisation that she was illiterate came only after marriage, when she realised that she could be of no help to
her husband in his business. Shyam’s husband rent out vehicles for a living. Everything was smooth until a time
came when her husband got ill and was admitted in a hospital. He couldn’t recover for almost one and a half month.
This affected his business badly which started to doom drastically. Shyam felt helpless and ashamed that she could
do nothing to improve the situation. However, she kept on trying to find a solution. When she heard of opening of
the TARA Akshar centre in her village, Shyam immediately went to find out more about the programme. At the
TARA Akshar centre they watched an animated film on two characters named Seema and Chhaya. Shyam
discovered a striking resemblance in the story and her life. The animated film showed how lack of education could
cloud all the other qualities in a person. Shyam related herself to Seema, who did all the household work but could
not support her husband when he needed it the most.
She decided to enrol herself for the programme and began studying Hindi and Maths.
“The best thing about TARA Akshar+ is that the course has been designed, keeping in mind the needs of women
from the village. It was wonderful to learn letters and numbers through the objects we use in the daily household
chore,” she said.
Shyam has completed the TARA Akshar+ programme. She helps her husband in running his business.
“Now we both are partners not only in life but also in business”, Shyam giggles.
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I have moved ahead in my life and I shall keep doing so.”

Bhagwani Devi

B

hagwani Devi had it all--a good husband, a loving family and enough money to live a content life. For her,
education and literacy was not a necessity. However, fate was going to change that for her. The first instance
that jolted her out of her comfort zone was when her children asked her for help in their studies. The second
instance followed soon after she joined a Self Help Group as a treasurer. Her inability to read, write and do
calculations made it difficult for her to keep record of transacted money efficiently. She realised her lack of
education was hindering in fulfilling her responsibilities both as a mother and as a treasurer.
Initially, for her SHG work, she took help from her children by asking them to remember and remind her of the
transactions. But this arrangement could not last long because the kids would often forget. She soon started losing
track of transactions which led to a lot of confusion and chaos. “It was a troublesome phase for my life,” she said.
“I felt insecure all the time because I was dependent on others. I also knew I would be left helpless, if people
refused to help or were not available to provide support,” Bhagwani adds.
One day, she heard about TARA Akshar+ programme, which was enabling illiterate women to read, write and do
arithmetic. All the women in Bhagwani’s group decided to enrol themselves for the programme.
However, things became difficult for women in the village when the village men started to ridicule them. The
women were taunted with unsavoury remarks which deterred Bhagwani, initially. However, she soon overcame
the fear and started attending classes.
She shares, “It is very easy to laugh at others. Only those, who do not have anything to do in life, have the time to
laugh at others. I ignored everyone and kept going to the centre.” Soon she learnt to read and write and do simple
calculations.
Now, Bhagwani is capable of fulfilling her responsibilities as the treasurer of the SHG as well as a mother. The
people, who used to laugh at her, now admire her courage and determination. Bhagwani is now respected by
others and she has evolved into a confident, self-sufficient individual.
“I could not believe that a completely illiterate woman like me could learn to calculate. Even my kids had got tired of
teaching me. There could have been no easier way of learning Maths. Moving ahead in life is not always necessarily
about becoming a doctor or an engineer. It is also about doing your work perfectly. I have moved ahead in my life
and I shall keep doing so,” says a confident Bhagwani.
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“Now I don’t get nervous in an emergency. I dial numbers on my own to whoever I can when
I need help. All this has been possible because of the TARA Akshar + programme.”

Vimla

H

er lack of education never hindered her daughter’s growth. And this was quite commendable, given Vimla
was surrounded by family members who never paid much attention to women literacy. While Vimla stood
as a support for her daughter, the same cannot be said for her. She longed to study, but either had no
opportunity, support or encouragement.
“Both my brothers were sent to school by our parents, but we sisters were not and so we remained illiterate,” says
Vimla.
“One of the reasons that girls in the family couldn’t study was poverty. However, the bigger reason was that sons
are considered superior than daughters; which prevents families from investing much in girl child education.”
Since she was aware that her inability to read and write was the biggest reason for a low self esteem, she ensured
her daughter never faced the same. But she also wanted to change things for herself. She was too dependent on
others. She could not even use a mobile phone on her own since she could not read the names saved on the phone.
She used to wait for her children to come back from school and check the missed calls. In fact, there were
occasions, when she had to make a call urgently, but she could not.
When TARA Akshar Centre opened in her village, Vimla enrolled herself for the programme. The TARA Akshar+
programmme was enabling illiterate women to read, write and also do simple arithmetic. After completing the two
months course, she was happy that she was able to dial her husband’s number and could make calls without help.
She smiles and says, “Now I don’t get nervous in an emergency. I dial numbers on my own to whoever I can when I
need help. All this has been possible because of the TARA Akshar+ programme.”
Vimla is now a confident woman. Today, people respect her, but most significantly, she has risen in her own eyes;
from being dependent to a free-spirited individual.
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“When I open my shop everyday, it makes me realise that it is not difficult to attain your dream.
You only need to believe in it.”

Tara Devi

T

ara lives in the Vedpur village with her husband, who works as a mason. His income is meagre and not
sufficient to run the family. The couple has a daughter whose future has to be secured. In order to help her
husband with the family’s finances, Tara tried to learn stitching from her neighbour to start a boutique but
had to drop off as she faced a lot of problem in measuring and cutting the fabric because one has to know how to
read numbers on the measuring tape.
“I knew that my illiteracy i was a major hindrance in starting my tailoring venture and I was really desperate to
change that.” - says Tara.
Strong-willed and determined Tara asked for help at an anganwadi. The matron politely refused to take her in since
anganwadis are meant only for educating children. However, the matron agreed to tutor Tara Devi. Tara attended
classes for a few days, but was unable to understand or grasp the knowledge being imparted to her and
discontinued. “I couldn’t remember a simple letter. Although I managed to remember sound of a few letters but
writing part was very difficult. I tried a lot but knew that it was not working for me.” – says Tara.
During that time only, Tara heard about the Tara Akshar Centre that had opened in the village. Even though the
current teaching experience played on her mind, she did not let it deter her.
She joined TARA Akshar+ programme and started studying with full enthusiasm. She recalls, “At TARA Akshar+ I
never felt that I were doing a difficult task like studying. Learning the same letters was so easy here. You look at
spoon and remember a letter; you eat tomato and remember another letter. In two months, I found myself
reading and writing easily and calculating too. ”
Tara is a literate person now. She has accomplished her dream and opened her own boutique. Pride and happiness
reflect in Tara’s eyes and voice when she says, “When I open my shop every day, it makes me realise that it is not
difficult to attain your dream. You only need to believe in it.”
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“I don’t know how time passed by, when we were at the centre. It was all fun. While learning
lessons through TARA Akshar + programme, we didn’t get bored or burdened which usually is
associated with studies.”

Geeta Devi

G

eeta and her husband Indramani have five children. The family is a resident of Vedpur village with only
Indramani providing for the entire family. Labouring as a mason every day brings enough money to make
ends meet with difficulty. And the increasing needs of growing children add to Indramani’s worry. Despite
wanting to support her husband, Geeta found it frustrating that she wasn’t able to do so because of her illiteracy.
She felt the need to be literate a lot more, when she decided to start a tailoring shop. While her hand at sewing was
technically sound, it was her inability to read numbers on the measuring tape and other numeracy based skills
required in stitching that became a major obstacle.
Then she heard of the TARA Akshar+ programme. She discussed about the programme with her mother-in-law who
encouraged her to join the programme at once. Geeta says, “She told me‘without education, you will continue to
face lots of problems in life. You are still young. Go and avail this god-sent opportunity and educate yourself.”
Geeta enrolled herself and started going to the centre. From day one, she developed an interest in alphabets and
numbers. “I don’t know how time passed by, when we were at the centre. It was all fun. While learning lessons
through TARA Akshar+ programme, we didn’t get bored or burdened which usually is associated with studies.”
Today Geeta runs her own stitching centre and contributes in the family income generation. She can easily read
numbers and measure the fabric before sewing them into beautiful garments. She has emerged as an inspiration
for other women in her village. She wants all the women of the village to become self-reliant and confident just like
her.

51

Stories of Change

"I used the pen to put my signature; even though the officer asked me to
cast a thumb impression.

Prabhawati Devi

W

hen TARA Akshar Centre started in Alamganj village, the women of the village were in a dilemma,
whether to join it or not. Some women thought that studying at this age was not going to serve any
great purpose in their lives. The few that did want to pursue studies were scared of being ridiculed by
others in the village. Despite the doubts, all the women gathered and visited the TARA Akshar centre. The
uncertainty faded away, as the women watched the film of Sito and Story of Seema-Chhaya. Prabhawati shares,
“We could easily relate with Seema. She was very much like us - illiterate, married, living the same life, going
through the same problems. She also went through the same confusion and dilemma that we were going through
about studying. What inspired us is how she started studying and how it changed her life, solved all her small and
big problems.
We also thought to give it a chance” So, all of them enrolled themselves for the TARA Akshar+ programme. Soon,
they witnessed a transition in their personalities as they started to learn and know many new things with the help
of new found literacy skill. “We started reading newspapers, children’s schoolbooks and the Apni Pathshala books
which provided a lot of information and knowledge which also helped in boosting up our confidence.” Prabhawati
shares one incident very proudly. She says, “The Lok Sabha elections were going on at the time we were studying in
the TARA Akshar+ programme. I, along with other women, went to cast our votes. I was waiting for my turn outside
the polling booth, when suddenly, I heard some loud noise from the booth. It turned out that the polling officer was
reprimanding women for taking a long time in penning down their signatures.
The women waiting for their turn got scared and in order to escape the scolding, some of the neo-literates started
giving their thumb impressions, instead of signing their name. I was furious and decided to confront the officer. So,
when my turn came, I used the pen to put my signature; even though the officer asked me to cast a thumb
impression. I told the officer that I was not an illiterate person and refused to cast an impression of my thumb. I said
while reprimanding the election officer that I have learnt to read and write. I shall put my signatures here. You
should be happy that we are now capable of writing our names. Instead of encouraging us, you are trying to scare
us?”
The officer was taken aback and did not reprimand any other woman who came to cast their vote. Next day,
everyone including the teachers at the centre, praised Prabhawati for her courage. Life has transformed for
Prabhawati and other women in Alamganj village. They have risen beyond their limitations and have grown into
confident, independent individuals.
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"TARA Akshar + made learning so interesting that I never felt tired, even
though I was coming to classes straight from back-breaking work.”

Shimla Devi

M

ost adult women find it difficult to learn literacy skills because it is time consuming and hampers their
daily chores. However, the TARA Akshar+ programme is designed in such a way that women can manage
work, family and studies without much pressure. Shimla Devi witnessed the beauty of the programme
when she found herself debating at joining the centre or not.
Shimla Devi lives with her husband Rajan Kumar in Bhangeri village. Both of them work as labourers to run their
family. As a child, Shimla wanted to study, but was unable to, due to the poor financial condition of the family. The
fact that she was illiterate was always a source of misery for her.
One day, she learnt about the TARA Akshar+ programme, which was enabling illiterate women to read, write and do
calculations. Shimla, even though wanted to enroll herself for the programme found herself giving the idea a
second thought as she felt that giving time to learn how to read and write would be tedious and would hamper her
work at the construction site and at home.
However, one day she finally decided to share her problem with the instructor at the TARA Akshar centre. She was
surprised when the instructor informed her that she need not skip work to attend the classes since programme
required only two hours from her daily routine that too at her convenient time. “I could not believe the instructor at
first. But, whether I believe her or not, I was very excited and enrolled myself for the programme. TARA Akshar+
made learning so interesting that I never felt tired, even though I was coming to classes straight from back-breaking
work,” says Shimla.
She further elaborates on an experience that took place after she had completed two months of the programme.
“We had gone to collect our wages, but I found out that we were being paid less. So I asked the clerk to give me the
details of my daily wages. He thought that I wouldn’t be able to calculate, so he readily provided me with the details
and carried on with his work of distributing wages to other labourers. I did the calculations and found out that the
amount was less than what it was ought to be. I pointed this out to him, which he ignored. But my continuous
argument made him nervous and after a while he accepted his mistake and paid full wages not only to me, but also
to the other labourers.
“Everybody thanked me and appreciated me for being alert and courageous,” says Shimla.

55

Stories of Change

“Interesting teaching methods such as animated films, stories and flash
cards made learning a fun process.”

Chandra

C

handra and her husband Kundan live in Gorapatti village. They have three children. Kundan works as a
mason and is the sole bread earner for the family of five. Chandra never went to school as a kid since her
family could not afford it. Moreover, she never felt the need to be literate, since Kundan took care of most of
her needs. However, things changed when her children were enrolled in a school. The expenses began to shoot up
and making ends meet became difficult.
Chandra wanted to help her husband, but her inability to read and write was a major hindrance to get her a proper
job. Hence, she decided to join the village Self Help Group on the insistence of a few women. When she went to
register her name with the group, she noticed that most of the women were putting their signatures, instead of
giving thumb impressions. It was for the first time that Chandra felt ashamed at her inability to write.
She refused to give her thumb impression and insisted that she would join the SHG, only when she could sign her
name. And then began Chandra’s search to find a suitable teacher to make her literate.
She soon came to know about the TARA Akshar Centre that was to open up in her village. Chandra enrolled herself
and started attending classes regularly.
When Chandra started studying; she found alphabets, words and numerals very easy to remember. Easy and
interesting teaching methods such as animated films, stories and flash cards made learning a fun process.
Now a literate, Chandra shares her proud moment, “once there was a wedding ceremony in a neighbouring village.
All the women had gathered there to sing songs for the well-being of the soon-to-be-married couple. As we were
preparing to start the function, someone said, how nice would it be if we could write ‘shubh-vivaah’ (happy
wedding) on the door of the house. But, nobody knew how to write,” said Chandra.
“I got up and wrote the words on the door with red paint,” she further added. Chandra recounts she had never felt
more proud in her life.
“This incident made me realise the importance of being literate.” says Chandra. After she became comfortable with
reading and writing, she started learning how to stitch in order to start her own boutique.
And yes, she has now joined the SHG and managing its responsibilities as well.

57

Stories of Change

“I am glad that I faced rejections due to my inability to read and write. At
least, that motivated me to educate myself. I won’t stop here. I will take
some vocational training and start my own business. I have evolved into a
confident person.”

Puja Kumari

N

ineteen-year old Puja lives in Bellona Kala village. Her parents were so poor that they could not send their
children to school. Besides, they did not consider studies as an essential part of one’s life. Puja’s parents
could not foresee how lack of education would prove to be a bane for their children. When Puja grew up;
her parents started looking for a suitable match for her. She was liked by everyone, but no one was ready to accept
an illiterate wife or an illiterate daughter-in-law.
Puja was frustrated by these repeated rejections. Eventually, Puja’s father decided to provide her education. He
approached a primary school and requested the teacher to teach her. When the teacher got to know of her age, he
expressed his inability to give her admission in the school since the school was meant for small children.
However, he suggested them to go to the TARA Akshar Centre. The TARA Akshar+ programme was enabling
illiterate people to read, write and also do simple arithmetic within two months.
Puja enrolled herself for the programme and she immediately took a liking to the cartoon characters of ‘SeemaChaaya,’ a flip chart based story shown at the centre. She saw her own image in Seema’s character. Seema was
perfect, as she was beautiful and smart. Yet, she became the object of ridicule due to her inability to read and write.
Puja felt that this was exactly her story.
Seema’s story inspired Puja to study even harder. Her dedication and sincerity paid off, after the completion of the
programme; when a family came to see her.
She shares, “They liked me. When they asked me whether I can read; I read out a story from a book. They were so
impressed with me that the marriage was fixed. ”
Puja further adds, “TARA Akshar+ made me realise that I had missed out on an important part of my life, by being
illiterate. I am glad that I faced rejections due to my inability to read and write. At least, that motivated me to
educate myself. I won’t stop here. I will take some vocational training and start my own business. I have evolved
into a confident person.”
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"TARA Akshar + programm has lifted me from the curse of illiteracy as well
as given me the courage to fight against the caste based discrimination.”

Usha Devi

U

sha lives in Gora Patti village with her husband and three children. Her parent’s poor financial position and
the orthodox thinking of the society made it impossible for Usha to study. Her family belonged to a lower
caste; as a result they were treated with discrimination. . She had reconciled to the discrimination meted
out to her, for being born in a lower caste. But she ran out of patience and retaliated when her children were
subjected to the same ill-treatment and were being deprived of education.
When her eldest son turned seven, she went against everybody and enrolled him in a primary school. She had
resolved that her children would not remain illiterate and uneducated like her. However, the very next day her son
came back home crying. He had a wound on his head and was bleeding. It turned out that the teacher had hit him;
refused to teach him and expelled him from the school because he belonged to a lower caste.
When Usha shared this incident with the elders of her own community, they expressed their inability to intervene
on the ground that “this usually happens with us.” Usha knew this was wrong. But it was not easy for her to fight all
by herself against this kind of discrimination. She shares, “I remained illiterate and lived in the darkness of illiteracy.
Now, even my children were being forced on the same path. I felt helpless as I could not do anything to lift my
children from a cursed future.”
One day she saw a huge crowd gathered in the village. When Usha enquired, she was told that TARA Akshar Centre
has been established which enables illiterate people to read, write and do simple arithmetic within two months.
Usha was very excited and wanted to gather information about the programme. But she could not because that
part of the village belonged to the upper-caste people and she was forbidden to enter there. But the thought of
enquiring about the programme never left her mind. One day she saw the Instructor of the TARA Akshar+
programme coming to their basti (locality). Usha mustered the courage to approach him and asked him; if she
could also join the programme. When the Instructor got to know about her desire to study, he encouraged her to
come for the classes and also asked her to bring other women from her community. Usha further adds, “For the
first time someone came forward to help us. Till that time, no teacher was agreeing to impart knowledge to us as
we belonged to lower caste. The instructor understood my problem and promised to visit next day, our part of the
village. I went back and convinced the women from my community to study. But the excitement vanished when we
realised that there was no place available where we could gather for classes. Also we had no stationery. Once again,
things appeared gloomy as we thought that the Instructor would feel disappointed and might not come back
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again.” Next day, when the Instructor arrived, Usha saw that he was carrying a machine in his bag. Later on she got
to know that it was called laptop, which would be used for teaching them. Usha and her friends were seeing the
laptop for the first time in their lives. When Usha told the Instructor that they did not have a big room, the
Instructor informed them that there was no need for it as the programme used new techniques and methods for
teaching which did not require a classroom kind of set up.
Usha further adds, “Everyone found learning very easy through this method. But things became difficult when
people from the upper caste started objecting to our attempt to getting literate. I was not willing to back-off but
my fellow women were too scared. I was distressed because the entire process was paralysed. But, despite all odds,
the instructor persuaded us to continue studying. He narrated the story of ‘Seema-Chaaya’ and ‘Sito’ to us. It was
only after this that the women finally got ready to resume studies. Their stories inspired us to fight back against all
odds.”
Usha continues, “While studying, I realised that discrimination on the basis of caste was unjustified and
unconstitutional. The Instructor also helped me in getting my son admitted in the same primary school from which
he was wrongly dismissed due to his low-caste.”Usha has evolved as a confident and self-reliant individual. She
recalls with pride, “One day the village Pradhan (head of the village) called everyone from the village to inform us
about some government residential scheme. We were all required to sign a paper. When my turn came, I
demanded a pen and not the ink pad as I could now put my signature. I proudly told everyone that I have studied at
TARA Akshar centre and am no longer an illiterate woman.. While some people happily clapped, others were
stunned and looked at me in astonishment.”
Today Usha encourages all the other women in her community to study. Usha says, “I always believed that
everyone is equal and everyone should get the equal opportunity to lead a better life. Since I have become literate
now, I have gathered the courage to convince others to agree with my points. TARA Akshar+ programm has lifted
me from the curse of illiteracy as well as given me the courage to fight against the caste based discrimination.”
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A magical approach to literacy solution
The TARA Akshar+ programme, an innovative computer based interactive program, designed and developed by
the Development Alternatives Group, has emerged as a powerful and effective alternative to more traditional and
time consuming literacy programmes. The success of the programme results from the use of Advanced Cognitive
Innovations that include strong learning and reinforcement aids, advanced memory enhancing techniques and
effective methods to maximize retention. The delivery of the programme on laptops using animated software,
supplemented by customised reading and writing books and games makes the programme learner friendly and
entertaining; and therefore very effective in delivering superior results.
www.taraakshar.org

Development Alternatives Group
Development Alternatives (DA) is a premier social enterprise with a global presence in the fields of green economic
development, social equity and environmental management. It is credited with numerous technology and delivery
system innovations that help create sustainable livelihoods in the developing world. DA focuses on empowering
communities through strengthening people’s institutions and facilitating their access to basic needs; enabling
economic opportunities through skill development for green jobs and enterprise creation; and promoting low
carbon pathways for development through natural resource management models and clean technology solutions.
www.devalt.org

World Headquarters
B-32, Tara Crescent, Qutub Institutional Area
New Delhi 110016, India
Tel: +91-11-2654-4100, 2654-4200, Fax: +91-11-2685-1158
Email: mail@devalt.org, Website: www.devalt.org

