














India’s 
Solar Mamas

Barefoot College Solar Mamas program trains 80 illiterate 

women a year to become solar engineers. Half the women hail 

from India and the other half are from countries all over the 

world, including Togo, Nepal, Uganda, Ivory Coast, Madagascar, 

Tanzania, and Chile. After the six-month training program, the 

women return to electrify their villages and train other women 

in solar engineering. All the women use smartphones as a 

means to communicate with relatives back home during the 

intensive course. 

“I am from Ladakh. I came here on 1st October for 6 months 

and now I am studying solar engineering. Our village is so far 

from Leh, Ladakh. Around 150 kilometers away. It is a remote 

and backward area. There’s a problem of light. We will go 

back after the 6 months of training and bring electricity to our 

village.”
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India’s Youngest 
Female Sarpanch 

Ms. Chhavi Rajawat is the first MBA sarpanch in India and is the 

youngest sarpanch to ever be elected in Rajasthan’s Tonk district, 

classified by the government as one of the most backward in the 

state. She is in her second mandate and lists skill development 

and education as the highest priorities for the village. The 

drought has made living from agriculture impossible and many 

have moved to Jaipur to find work, abandoning houses in Soda. 

The sarpanch would like to find her constituents dignified work 

that allows them to stay in the village. She thinks that online farm-

to-table platforms that buy produce directly from the farmers 

would help boost incomes and is also open to the idea of giving 

villagers digital work. However, Chhavi also expressed concern 

over the potential for social networking to be abused by criminal 

elements in the village. Chhavi sites a lack of good content in 

Hindi, and the absence of education on cyber safety, 

as preventing the villagers from using smartphones to their 

full capabilities. 
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Women at Tilonia’s Barefoot College are trained for a variety 

of tasks, including sanitary napkin production, solar cooker 

engineering, and dentistry. Others use computers to maintain 

records of “balwadi” nutrition programs. Though most women 

at Barefoot can’t read or write, they show us how much one can 

achieve with the right technology and training, irrespective of 

education levels.

A GUESTHOUSE CLEANER

Nandu Ji is a cleaner at the Barefoot College guesthouse. She 

uses a feature phone and enters emojis next to names on her 

contact list to remember the people because she’s illiterate. 

She lost her husband 20 years ago and has made sure her 3 

children complete their Bachelor of Arts.

A LAB TECHNICIAN

Sharda Ji has an 8th grade education and suffers from polio. 

At Barefoot College, she has learned to use a computer and is 

now a trained lab technician, conducting blood and pregnancy 

tests for villagers. She likes staying on the Barefoot campus 

because she doesn’t have to put on a pardah. Each morning, she 

exchanges WhatsApp messages with her family and deletes the 

old ones to save space.

Stories of Other 
Women In Tilonia
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When Apple VP Lisa Jackson came to Barefoot College in 2016, 

she might not have envisioned this story. Digital Desh met a 

villager who built an iOS app that uses Flicker’s Geotagging 

API to render photos from Barefoot College’s thirteen global 

campuses. 

After learning how to operate Xcode and code in Swift using 

online resources on the Macs donated to Barefoot College, he 

now runs tech support for all College platforms. 

“ Yahan ke A/V section main kafi photos hain jo sirf hard drive 

main padhi hain, maine yeh photos to Flickr pe daalke, Flickr ki 

APIs use karke, us location based application ko maine App Store 

main daal diya aur ab aap Barefoot College ki photos location se 

search kar sakte hain”

The Audio Visual (A/V) section has a lot of photos that are only 

stored on the hard drive. I took these photos and uploaded them 

to Flickr. I then used Flickr’s geo tagging APIs to allow users to 

search for photos based on location. Finally, I uploaded this app 

on the App Store.” 

Self-Taught iOS 
Developer In Tilonia
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A villager in Tilonia built a website to show water impurities in 

groundwater in local communities. Even though he had only 

completed 10th grade, he was trained by Barefoot College to test 

groundwater and build a web platform. The website is updated 

daily and is used by Barefoot administrators and government 

organizations to understand where to install water purifiers.

He is especially proud of his work and it has helped reduce all 

water-borne diseases in the district. 

“Earlier, villagers had no idea if their water was drinkable. 

Now, they just check on our website to make sure that their 

groundwater doesn’t have any Fluoride. We have also led to a 

greater sensitivity about drinking water. 

So villagers now use ‘alum’ in collected rainwater to make sure 

it’s drinkable.”

Website for 
Water Quality 
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E-Mitra Kiosks 
in Soda

E-Mitra is an ambitious e-governance initiative of Government 

of Rajasthan which is being implemented in all 33 Districts 

of the state using Public-Private Partnership (PPP) model for 

convenience and transparency to citizens in availing various 

services of the Government and the Private Sector. The Digital 

Desh team visited one such E-Mitra kiosk in the village of Soda. 

Most people use the computers in this E-Mitra facility to train 

themselves for the RS-CIT (Rajasthan State Certificate course 

in Information Technology) examination. Government jobs are 

considered to be very prestigious by most villagers and RS-CIT 

is a mandatory exam for a government job in the district. Some 

villagers also use the facility to teach themselves how to use a 

computer, simply for fun. 

However, villagers also expressed a deep concern over 

smartphones being a waste of time and being a window to 

inappropriate content on the Internet. Many people had quit using 

their smartphones or had gone back to basic feature phones. The 

villagers also shared stories of how youngsters were abusing their 

smartphones (becoming obsessed with posting on Facebook, etc). 
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The phone store owner is highly influential in the village of Soda. 

He advises people on what type of phone and data plan they 

should get. Most people in the village use data regularly and most 

of them use Jio because of its cheaper plans. Villagers who don’t 

have a smartphone pay him cash and a commission for recharging 

their data and phone plans. The store owner then uses Paytm on 

his phone to make these payments.

A Jio Store 
in Soda
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Kailash Parivar, the village librarian, uses his smartphone to 

mainly research ayurvedic medicines. To do so, he simply uses 

Google search to find his answers by clicking on the first or 

second result. He uses Google search to read news, to read 

about the weather, to research books, to look for medicines and 

everything else. Apart from searching on Google, he regularly 

uses Facebook and WhatsApp.

A Librarian 
in Tilonia
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The Barefoot College, now an international NGO, was founded in 

Tilonia in 1972 and trains villagers to work in the areas of health, 

water and sanitation, and clean energy, regardless of their prior 

education level. The college also runs a night school in the heart 

of the village that teaches reading, writing, and accounting. In 

the present day, the Tilonia campus boasts a state-of-the art 

computer lab and free WiFi that are available to all.  

• The Barefoot College has educated 75,000 children in 700 

villages through its night schools. 

• More than 250 rural doctors and 500 craftsmen are trained 

and employed by Barefoot.

.

Tilonia Village
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Meanwhile, Soda was India’s first “Internet panchayat,” meaning that 

every member of the governing village assembly is online. The 

village also benefits from the Digital India scheme, which has 

installed three computer kiosks under the “E-Mitra” program. 

Unfortunately, the similarities between Tilonia and Soda end 

there. Soda is still completely dependent on agriculture for 

livelihoods and climate change-induced drought has decimated 

the crops. The low quality of education makes it difficult for 

villagers to pick up new skills and jobs. As a result, the population 

is rapidly decreasing as people flee towards Jaipur to find work.

• Soda’s literacy rate is only 60%, far below the national 

average of 74%. 

• In 2016, after two weak monsoons, an estimated 330 

million Indians were affected by drought. Even though 2017 

was declared a normal monsoon year, eight Indian states, 

including Rajasthan, were classified as drought-stricken by 

the Government of India. 

Soda Village
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