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Foreword
W omen and girls in many parts of 

the world are prevented from fully 
participating in society for a multitude 

of culturally rooted reasons and are frequently 
unwilling participants in the harmful cycle 
of child, early and forced marriage (CEFM). 
GIRLS Inspire is a partnership between 
the Commonwealth of Learning (COL) and 
community organisations in Bangladesh, India, 
Pakistan, Mozambique and Tanzania that was 
founded to address these issues and to give 
all women and girls a chance to live full and 
fulfilling lives, no matter their circumstances.

It is now acknowledged that when women and 
girls have access to quality education, their 
entire community can benefit. COL recognises 
that advancing the goals of both women’s 
empowerment and gender equality are central 
to Learning for Sustainable Development, and 
therefore mobilises the power of open and 
distance learning (ODL) to enable women and 
girls to access quality educational opportunities.

Thanks to grants from the governments 
of Canada and Australia, COL will use ODL 
and a variety of technologies to support the 
schooling and skills training of women and 
girls in approximately 260 communities in 
the countries listed above. Under the auspices 
of GIRLS Inspire, 45,000 women and girls 
will have the opportunity to either complete 
secondary school or be trained for employment 
or entrepreneurship over the next three years.

CEFM is a deep-rooted problem, and one that 
is enforced by communities, so it is important 
to mobilise communities, and especially their 
traditional and religious leaders, to help 
them understand both the immediate and the 
longer-term effects of child marriages on girls, 
their families and the community at large and 
to see the benefits of educating girls. Within 

the context of sustainable development, it is 
critical to raise awareness among communities 
that child marriage has wide-ranging negative 
consequences for development.

The GIRLS Inspire project team has developed 
a communications plan in which certain 
strategies are adopted to mobilise communities, 
especially the traditional and religious leaders, 
to appreciate the negative effects of child 
marriages on everyone and to see the benefits 
of educating girls. For example, under the remit 
of the GIRLS Inspire project, safe learning 
environments will be created and community 
leaders will be trained to assist with introducing 
their communities to the benefits of educating 
girls as well as the negative consequences 
of child marriage. One strategy used is 
storytelling. It is one of the most powerful ways 
of teaching and learning, and it was, after all, 
the original way of preserving history and 
tradition. Some have expressed fears that as 
our use of and dependence on new technologies 
increases, and from ever-younger ages, we may 
eventually lose the tradition of sitting together 
and telling stories. However, while we may not 
sit together as a family or community to tell 
stories, we can still share our stories with online 
communities of practice. It seems apt that we 
should be open to new ways of working as we 
encourage others to open their minds to new 
ways of seeing the world.

Furthermore, the online community literally 
transcends all borders. We can not only still 
tell our stories, we can now tell them to people 
all over the world to inspire women and girls, 
communities, families and nations to support 
the education of women and girls.

This book contains stories collected by 
the Mann Deshi Foundation in India, one 
of COL’s partners. Established in 1996, the 
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Mann Deshi Foundation works in partnership 
with the Mann Deshi Bank to empower rural 
women by supplementing the Bank’s financial 
service offerings with training, capacity building, 
skills development, awareness programmes 
and information sharing. The Mann Deshi Bank 
and Mann Deshi Foundation are independent 
institutions, but they have a similar mission and 
vision. The Mann Deshi Bank is one of India’s 
largest women’s co-operative banks — and is 
run by women, for women. It delivers a range of 
financial services — loans, and savings, pension 
and insurance products, for example — to rural 
Indian women with very limited formal education 
who would otherwise have no access to banking 
services, thus enabling them to finance their 
own businesses and to purchase property. Since 
the bank was established in 1997, it has opened 
up opportunities to over 200,000 women in 
Maharashtra.

The Bank and the Foundation work in parallel 
to provide comprehensive solutions to empower 
rural women and enable them to become 
successful entrepreneurs. COL first partnered 
with Mann Deshi in 2010 to support women 
through open, distance and technology-enabled 
learning via community radio–, print- and 
mobile school–based learning. This partnership 
has resulted in courses on agricultural credit, 
financial inclusion and financial literacy being 
delivered to over 10,000 women and men 
involved in agriculture on a daily basis in 
Maharashtra. The Mann Deshi Foundation and 
COL are expanding the scope of their partnership 
to empower women and girls who would 
otherwise not have access to skills-based and 
life-skills learning due to labour migration, early 
marriage, distance to school, security concerns 
and costs of schooling.

The stories in this book give us a look into the 
lives of girls, parents and community members 
who are responding to age-old traditions and 
cultures that preclude girls from having the 
right to make decisions about their own lives. 
It directly addresses the challenges girls are 
facing in the patriarchal communities and their 
struggles to liberate themselves. It speaks about 
their determination to find themselves and to be 
educated.

The purpose of these stories is not only to raise 
awareness among communities of girls’ right to 
follow their dreams and to be treated as equals. 
They also seek to raise awareness of the negative 
consequences of child marriage on both the girls 
who become mothers too soon and the children 
who are born to them. The stories are based in one 
country, but they are relevant to girls all around 
the world who are constrained by the limitations 
imposed by similar cultures and traditions. In 
order to bring these stories and their message to 
the widest possible audience, we opted to present 
them in a highly visual format.

COL is grateful to the author, Mr Kuntal De, for 
his indefatigable passion for and commitment 
to improving the lives of girls and marginalised 
communities through this collection of narratives.

Frances Ferreira
Commonwealth of Learning
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About the Narratives
A s part of the GIRLS Inspire project, we 

interviewed several women and men in 
order to develop a series of case studies. The 

idea to present the results of these interviews as a 
collection of narratives came about when a number 
of the people we had spoken with, both women and 
men, explained that while they had been happy 
to share their stories with us, they were not sure 
they wanted us to use their images in any form. We 
realised that this gave us a great opportunity to 
use their stories in a different way. If we used the 
stories as inspiration, rather than telling them 
exactly as we heard them, we could then combine 
first-hand experience with observations that are 
both universal and very context-specific. That led 
to the story of Krishna. And from there, the other 
narratives in the series evolved.

Images always work well to reinforce a narrative 
and communicate a message, but we knew by this 
stage that we could not use the photographs of the 
people whom we had interviewed. That gave us the 
idea of using a graphic novel approach. Each case 
study unfolded in such a way that we quickly realised 
they all deserved and required a very different ap-
proach in terms of their presentation. Four different 
styles are therefore used to illustrate the four stories, 
starting from a story of loss and newfound hope to a 
story of a father who changed for the better.

The GIRLS Inspire project is about much more 
than education for girls. It is a catalyst for activism 
aimed at bringing hope and change for both girls 
and boys. Its message is universal, hence our use of 
storytelling.

The last story’s style was the most difficult to 
establish. So, let me begin at the end and talk about 
Gaurav. Gaurav’s story is the pinnacle of the series. 
It is the story of a man being given credit for being 
brave enough to change his ways — and to call 
on others to follow his example. As a father, I felt 
this story needed to be bold and simple in equal 
measure. It was not about creating a character, but 
about creating a focal point that other men could 
use to help them realign their dreams and outlook 
on life to become a different type of father. That is 
why there are no faces in this story. Instead, we 
opted for a very graphic approach and very simple 
but bold lines. And in this story, the cover page 
comes at the end, once the story has been told. 
There is no little explanation at the end of this sto-
ry. We wanted to keep the story of Gaurav  
 
 

unfinished, to emphasise that he is still evolving 
and to allow him to continue his journey as a father.

As I mentioned earlier, Krishna was the first born 
of the series — the baby, as it were. You can see a 
rawer approach to the illustrations for this story. 
They are still young and reminiscent of my original 
ideas. They reflect my indecision about where 
to take them — the style is energetic, with quick 
sketches and illustrations, almost as if I was in a 
hurry to get on with the other characters in the 
series. I opted to keep the Krishna story sketchy, 
to reflect a theme of looking for an answer or for a 
path to walk on.

Swapna was a dream, leaving us wondering about 
when it will end. We are waiting to wake up at 
dawn, or possibly even the middle of the night. My 
choice for this story, therefore, was pastels and a 
more definitive characterisation of the protago-
nists. Another point to note about this story is that 
although it is about regaining hope, striving for the 
unknown, grasping for what is out of reach, it was 
also the most conservative in narrative terms.

Jaya was, of course, about victory. But if we dig 
deeper into its structure, we can see that this story 
actually paves the way for Gaurav’s. The story of 
Jaya’s relationship with her father brings to the fore 
perhaps the most sensitive aspect of these stories. 
It is almost saying that this is where we need to 
begin — we need the men, the fathers, to change. The 
illustrations therefore had to be bold and colourful; 
they had to finally acknowledge the fighting spirit — 
as it is lost and subsequently regained. The trust in 
the enduring the strength of the fighting spirit, the 
faith in grit’s ability to emerge victorious, expresses 
itself through the pencil colour, which allowed me to 
communicate softly and boldly at the same time.

More than simply a collection of musings on soci-
ety and the need to change based on lived experi-
ence, this series of narratives is an attempt to dis-
cover and know those who fail and succeed in our 
backyards, without our noticing them. The names 
reflect a cycle that most of those people experience. 
The names of the original people in the case studies 
and some incidents have been changed only to allow 
us to acknowledge in some small way the stories of all 
the women and men we meet, have met and expect 
to meet as we continue with this initiative to improve 
the lives of those who will most benefit from change.

Kuntal De
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Jaya
A story of victory

Pronunciation: JOY-AA 
Meaning: Victory
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As Jaya walked towards the 
training centre, memories 
flooded her heart and soul. 
Her father would have been so 
proud. So would her sisters. 

But none of them were 
around to see her.

She clenched her fist tighter, as 
if to drive away her memories 
of the peaceful village she was 
born in, her two sisters and 
her childhood.
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They were poor.  
They were also happy.

Her parents did odd 
jobs; sometimes in the 
fields, sometimes in the 
market. They never 
fought — unlike many 
other parents in the 
neighbourhood.

At the end of the day, her mother cooked over 
the wood fire while her two sisters did the daily 
household chores.

Jaya loved her sisters. They played together 
when her parents were away from home.

She also loved to sit next to her father and listen 
to his stories. He was not educated, but he knew 
many wonderful stories.



Jaya’s father wanted her to study. He saved what little money he could until he could pay her fees. And so, one day Jaya started going to school.

She was so happy. She made friends and did well in the class. She was growing up and becoming one of the top students. Her teachers liked her and helped her with her studies.
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Her father started working harder every day. Whenever Jaya asked why, he smiled and said they 
needed money. She could not 
understand why they suddenly 
needed so much money.

Her mother told her they had to 

borrow money from somebody so 

her sisters could be married.

Both of her sisters were married 

to men much older than them. Her 

sisters cried as they left. But her 

parents cried even more.

Jaya never heard
from her sisters 
again.
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Then her father became very sick. Their few 

possessions were sold to help pay for things 

while he was in hospital and could not work.

They grew very, very poor. And 

they were no longer happy.
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Her father returned home, 
but he could not work any 
more.

He looked like a 
walking skeleton.

Jaya’s mother worked even harder than she had before. She took 
all the work that came her way. But it was still not enough.

And then, because she was not only working but also looking 
after her husband, Jaya’s mother also fell ill.
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One day, Jaya discovered she 
could no longer go to school 
because there was no money to 
pay her fees.

In any case, she did not have 
time for school ... She had to 
help her mother earn money.



 Kavya • Inspired Stories, Stories to Inspire • 43 

Her father told her not to lose hope. He 
told her to be brave.

Whenever she was upset, he would sit 
with her and tell her stories. He told 
her that she would be able to study 
again one day. He promised that she 
would go back to school as soon as he 
was able to work and earn the money 
to pay her fees.

But it never happened.
Jaya’s father grew weaker. And before 
anybody realised what was happening, 
he was gone from this world ...

Jaya broke down and cried. But her 
need to survive proved to be stronger 
than her grief. She knew she had to 
get back to work.



44 •  Kavya • Inspired Stories, Stories to Inspire

She worked at people’s houses, 

washing dishes, sweeping dirt 

and doing all their other daily 

chores.

She was busy, but she made 

time to practise her writing 

skills. She would write letters 

for her neighbours who could 

not read or write.

Sometimes she would go to her 

school. She would stand outside 

the gate and try to talk to her 

friends and teachers. But her 

friends did not even smile at 

her now! They acted as if they 

did not know her. Some of her 

teachers did the same!

Sometimes, she would grab 
the grilles of the classroom 
window and hold onto 
them as if she wanted to 
break them and enter the 
classroom!
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Jaya felt as if she 
had been reborn.

One day, a kind teacher noticed her. She called Jaya in and listened to her story. The teacher spoke to the principal and gave Jaya some books. She told Jaya that if she could study on her own, she would see if Jaya could sit the exams.
The kind teacher also asked her close friends to help Jaya.

She started studying 
whenever and 
wherever she could. 
She often thought about 
her father — and she 
found her hope and 
courage returning.
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With the help of several kind people, 
Jaya studied all the time, no matter 
where she was, between her work 
shifts, late at night, under a tree ...

She knew this was possibly her only 
chance to fulfil the dream that she and 
her father had shared.
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Jaya learned many very 
different but equally 
important things: how to 
sew, how to save money and 
the importance of health 
and cleanliness.

She started selling things 
she made. That gave her 
more money to study and to 
take care of her mother.

One day, she heard of Mann 
Deshi and of how it changes 
lives and helps girls like 
her to be independent. She 
borrowed money and came 
all the way to the town — for 
the first time in her life! — to 
see the wonderful place that 
people spoke about.
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Jaya continued to study hard. In 
fact, she excelled in her studies and 
passed her exams. Her dream was 
coming true.

Afterwards, she joined Mann Deshi 
as a trainer. She also continued to 
study.

One day, she realised with joy and 
excitement that she could offer hope 
to many girls who were just like her.

She could tell her own 
story and show what is 
possible in life, so that 
other girls did not need 
to drop out of school and 
suffer as she did!
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Today Jaya is someone who fights 
for the right of girls to learn and 
to live the way they want. She is 
someone who inspires others to fight 
for dignity and equality.

Jaya has emerged victorious. She 
is an ambassador for change and 
an inspiration for many girls in the 
position she was once in.



Jaya (name changed) is one of the 
resource staff and an ambassador for 

the CEFM initiative at Mann Deshi.

A Mann Deshi Inspiration narrative






