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Abstract 

Agriculture continues to be an important occupation in many parts of the Commonwealth with 
major implications for food as well as livelihood security. Any kind of lifelong learning intervention 
for the community of farmers is challenging because of their dispersed location, diverse needs 
depending on various factors including the crops they produce and existing facilities that have 
access to, while also being determined by individual and social capabilities in any given context. 
This paper aims at distilling some key lessons using a combination of two studies looking at the 
lifelong learning programme for farmers being implemented by Commonwealth of Learning and its 
partners in the southern parts of India using accessible technology and local institutions. One of 
the two is a quantitative study that focuses on impact, and the other two are institutional case 
studies that focus on processes. The focus of the paper in on understanding what the key factors 
are that enable or constrain the process of ‘skilling’ farmers and what lessons emerge from these 
experiences with respect to developing a model for large scale, technology supported lifelong 
learning centred programmes for people engaged in such occupations that are largely based in 
rural areas but increasingly dependent on markets and information-bases that are external to the 
local ecosystem.     
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Introduction 

Agriculture remains an important economic activity and farming an important source of livelihood 
for millions. COL has been implementing the Lifelong Learning for Farmers (L3F) project for more 
than a decade with an aim to empower small farmers and marginalised rural communities by 
leveraging Open and Distance Learning (ODL) and Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT) to improve agricultural practices, promote sustainable resource use, and enhance food and 
livelihood security. In India, the project has integrated improved access to financial support from 
banking institutions and capacity-building efforts, incorporating both vertical knowledge transfer 
from institutions to farmers and horizontal knowledge sharing among the farmers themselves. With 
an objective to be gender-responsive, L3F has sought to ensure equal opportunities for women 
farmers, contributing to rural community development.  

This paper aims at distilling some key lessons drawing from two studies carried out in India where 
the project has been operational for long years:  one quantitative and focusing on impact1, and the 
other being two institutional case studies focusing on processes2. While the geographical coverage 

 
1 The quantitative evaluation was based on a survey of 400 households from the project area and 200 
households from the non-project areas as a control group, in two districts. The survey was conducted in two 
programme districts during December 2024 – January 2025. The study was conducted in project area where 
COL is partnering with the M. S. Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) in the Indian state of Tamil 
Nadu.  
2 Andhra Pradesh State Cooperative Society (APCOB) in the state of Andhra Pradesh and Vidiyal an NGO in 
the state of Tamil Nadu are the two institutional case studies that covered the period the four to five-year 



of the two studies is not necessarily the same and overlapping, both studies covered the same 
intervention and hence the paper uses both for drawing a few lessons on the intervention model. 
The focus of the paper in on understanding what the key factors are that enable or constrain the 
process of ‘skilling’ farmers and what lessons emerge from these experiences with respect to 
developing a model for large scale, technology supported lifelong learning centred programmes for 
people engaged in such occupations that are largely based in rural areas but increasingly 
dependent on markets and information-bases that are external to the local ecosystem.  
    
About the intervention   

In India, COL partnered with non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and cooperative banks in two 
southern Indian states of Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu for implementing the L3F project, with a 
strong focus on rural credit using community-based groups such as self-help groups (SHGs), joint 
liability groups (JLG) and farmer producer organisations (FPOs) 3. The L3F focused on enhancing 
human capital through continuous mobile learning, training and workshops on various aspects 
different stages of farming and marketing, enhancing social capital through the aggregation and 
collective power of FPOs, and financial capital by bridging the financial literacy gap and enhancing 
access to credit.  

Using mobile learning advisories were delivered through voice mails and audio-visual (AV) tools 
aimed at addressing specific needs of the farming community, trying to offer a wide array of 
accessible and relevant contents. In addition to this structured audio based  MobiMOOC4 method 
was used., Needs were assessed through regular meetings with farmers from various regions and 
covered a wide range of areas, such as agriculture, animal husbandry, climate resilience, 
postharvest management, government schemes, health and sanitation, insurance, and the 
functioning of FPOs.  

For farmers with limited access to smartphones or the internet, voice mail content was delivered 
while AV content was shared on platforms like Facebook, YouTube, and WhatsApp for those who 
engaged with social media platforms. MobiMOOC courses were also developed with support of 
relevant experts for certification. Partnerships with Krishi Vigyan Kendras (KVK – agricultural 
extension services), Veterinary University Training and Research Centre (VUTRC) ensured access to 
technical knowledge and partnerships with financial institutions were used for addressing the 
credit linkages for farmers.  

Major findings from the survey results   

 
period of 2019/2020 to 2024. The case studies used multiple techniques of document review, content review, 
interviews and discussion.  
3 A self-help group is a generally a collective usually composed of 10 to 25 local women. The concept is used 
differently but they exist in a large number in India and other countries in South Asia and Southeast Asia and 
are used as local committees by many development programmes, especially in the areas of micro-finance 
and women’s empowerment. A Farmer Producer Organisation (FPO) provides support to small farmers and 
ensure better income for the producers. It is an organization formed for the benefit of farmers and to deal with 
their issues. 
4 MobiMooC refers to a pedagogical approach that combines mobile learning with MOOC (Mass Open Online 
Courses)  



The survey results in general showed positive impact of the intervention on farmers’ knowledge and 
income, especially in comparison to those from the control areas. This is significant as the access 
to the device (mainly a mobile phone) was similar: nearly 99.5% of all surveyed farmers had access 
to a mobile phone, with high personal ownership in both target (93%) and control (90.86%) groups. 
The regression analysis across the full sample (project and control groups) shows that receiving 
advisories significantly raised farmers’ incomes, with those who accessed advisories earning INR 
5,092.83 more on average than those who did not. Comparing project and control groups, project 
farmers had significantly higher savings and monthly incomes—by INR 1,841.88 and INR 4,952.71 
respectively but there was no significant difference in household expenditure, indicating that higher 
earnings were saved or reinvested rather than spent. In dairying, farmers in the project group 
reported high impact on milk quality, quantity, or livestock health. Being part of the intervention 
group enabled greater networking and stronger peer-to-peer learning—26% of project farmers 
shared knowledge with others, compared to 7.11% in the control group. WhatsApp networking was 
reported by 25.75% of L3F farmers, nearly double the control group (13.71%).  

Multivariate analysis confirms that education and land ownership significantly mediate financial 
outcomes. Farmers with secondary education had 3.46 times the odds of saving above the median, 
and those with higher education had 5.47 times the odds. Households with larger landholdings 
reported lower expenditures, indicating better financial resilience. These structural enablers, when 
coupled with timely advisories, amplify the benefits of training.  

However, the success of the intervention rested heavily on strong engagement with formal farmer 
institutions. Participation in FPOs (75% in project vs. 26% in control) and SHGs (94% vs. 52%) was 
markedly higher in target villages. These platforms facilitated ongoing peer learning, better input 
access, credit linkages, and collective market negotiations. In contrast, control villages, with 
weaker institutional engagement, lacked consistent opportunities for knowledge exchange. 
Households that received advisory services through Farmer Producer Organizations (FPOs) 
demonstrated notably higher savings. In contrast, Self-Help Groups (SHGs), which cater solely to 
women, also lead to an increase in savings, albeit at a smaller scale. This could be due to limited 
agency for women to negotiate savings decisions within households, where men often have a 
dominant role in financial decision-making.  

Major findings emerging from the APCOB case study  

The APCOB is a Scheduled State Cooperative Bank for the Indian State of Andhra Pradesh5. The Primary 

Agricultural Cooperative Societies (PACS) at the village level have been modelled as a one stop shop for 

the farmer for availing of varied short, medium, and long-term loans both under production and 

investment credit, input requirements, produce storage facilities, essential commodities, banking and 

other rural based services. The Bank aids with programmes for self employment programmes, micro-

credit through Self Help Groups, Youth Associations and Women's Groups. The L3F project started in 

 
5 Scheduled banks are those banks that are listed under schedule II of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) Act 
1934. The scheduled banks are liable for the low-interest loans from RBI (central bank of India). The 
cooperative credit system with the APCOB at its apex level is consisting of a family of 13 affiliated District 
Cooperative Central Banks (DCCBs), which in turn, have 420 Branches and 1992 Primary Agricultural Cooperative 
Societies (PACS) through which, developmental agricultural credit is provided, to serve a sizeable chunk of the total 
PAC membership of around 1,02,54,918.  



three districts in year 1, expended to six more districts in year 2 and then scaled up and 
implemented for the entire State covering all 13 districts of the State in year 3. The two target groups 

for the L3F were: (i) PAC members that included farmers from from socially and economically 

disadvantaged sections, and (ii) the staff of the PACS, to improve their knowledge and skill and to serve 

better to the farming communities. The APCOB established a central Micro Learning Centre (MLC) to 
especially facilitate the use of ODL methods for the capacity building of farmers. The MLC played 
an important role in partnership with expert institutions for developing and disseminating training 
resources for both farmers and PAC staff.  

Needs assessment conducted for both target groups using diverse methods. All enrolled farmers 

received one voice message every day, which they could listen to two more times without any cost. 

District specific and crop specific advisory voice messages were created and were used in multiple 
networks. At the beginning one district level network was created for each district which 
disseminated the generic contents meant for the district. But later many voice messages, 
especially those linked to specific crops were being reused in multiple networks.  

With scaling up, the listening rates declined as farmers were apparently confused with several 
messages daily from different networks. A high demand for somewhat real time decentralised 
weather forecast existed but remained unaddressed as this model was based on pre-prepared 
audio or AV resources. Pre-prepared messages also were not very suitable for responding to other 
demand that are also subject to frequent changes and somewhat unpredictable: market and price 
information. 

Farmers also started finding the style and presentation of the voice messages monotonous, which 
sometimes made them believe it was the same message that they had already listen to even 
though it was a new one. A single network was used to provide common learning content for the 
PAC staff in all districts who also felt that their diversified and varied needs remained unaddressed.  

Two MobiMOOC courses were completed for PAC employees where nearly 70 and 56 percent of 
those enrolled listened to all lessons, counted as completion. As against this, only 10 percent of 
farmers listened to all lessons for the course meant for them.  While some participants appreciated 
the quality and presentation style, the communications remained one-sided with very few using the 
options for queries and comments. Lack of clarity about registration process also added to the 
disinterest and lack of engagement.  

While gender sensitisation was part of the training programmes, participation of women farmers 
remained very limited due to a structural reason. PAC membership is limited to farmers who own 
land, and since landownership is very low among women in India, the PAC membership was also 
largely conformed wot men alone. According to the National Family Health Survey (NFHS, 2015-16), 
only 8.3% of Indian women owned land alone, and 31.7% of women owned land alone or jointly in 
India.   

Major findings emerging from the Vidiyal case study  

Vidiyal is a Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) working in the Indian state of Tamil Nadu, 
working with the objective of mobilising the poor and marginalised sections of the rural 
communities and strengthening their social, economic and political empowerment, since 1980s. 



They use formation of Self-Help Groups (SHGs) as an important means towards this objective and 
have also formed an SHG Federation, named Vidivelli. The L3F collaboration was aimed at 
leveraging the potential of technology to provide life-long learning opportunities to the farming 
communities, particularly the small and marginal farmers. Initially, Vidiyal implemented the L3F 
project with the members of Vidivelli, and later expanded to include others, leading to creation of 
an NGO network covering more than 20 NGOs in four districts of the state.  

The major contribution of the L3F in this case has been on providing daily advises through mobile 

phones to largely illiterate and semi-literate women farmers, on securing and managing loans from 
banks while handling their agro-based enterprises (mainly cattle-goat- rearing and dairy farming) 
better so as those make those profitable, leading to higher repayment capacities. The voice mail 
lessons and short videos were prepared based on the need analysis done by SHG leaders and 
Vidiyal staff periodically. Vidiyal has created six different mobile networks to meet the diverse 
learning needs of the farmers. As in the case of APCOB, some messages were repeated in different 
networks, as they were considered relevant for more than one or for all, and some were repeated as 
those were considered more important. Timing for the call was fixed as per the convenience of the 
learners. The intervention covered 21569 learners in the five-year period, of which 86% were 
women, which is in sharp contrast with the APCOB coverage; made possible due to the fact that 
here the SHG members were the primary target and hence land ownership requirement was not a 
barrier. The total amount of loans disbursed to these learners during this period amounted to more 
than 83 million Indian rupees.  

In the last five years around 2708 voice messages covering different topics and 93 short videos 
primarily on topics related to animal husbandry and crop production were prepared and 
disseminated to the learners enrolled for mobile learning. As in the case of APCOB, learning 
content was developed by the Vidiyal team in consultation with expert agencies such as agriculture 
universities and research institutions.6 The contents covered diversified topics related to animal 
husbandry, agriculture, accessing loans from the banks, about management of FPOs and 
shareholders participation, health and other general information. Farmers’ feedback helped to 
improve the style and quality of the contents. Discussion on the voice mails received was one of 
the regular agenda in the SHG meetings. These meetings provided the women an opportunity to 
discuss the messages received, clarify their doubts and add to the information. This also helped in 
promoting horizontal learning among the farmers. 

Like APCOB, Vidiyal also offered nine locally relevant MobiMOOC courses with each one lasting for 
six weeks and consisting of 36 one-minute lessons (a few exceeding a little over one minute). 
Awareness campaigns were conducted to spread information about the course which was 
delivered through the same platform that APCOB used, provided by the Indian Institute of 
Technology, Kanpur. The inbuilt IVR facility helps the learner to navigate for repeated listening of the 
same lesson, go to the next lesson if the learner is interested, or the lessons in the previous 
chapters, ask for clarification or more information, and also to participate in the quizzes. The 
themes included pest management, dairying, livestock management, etc.  

 
6 This included Krishi Vigyan Kendra (KVK), Horticulture and Research Institute, Tamil Nadu Agricultural 
University and the Farmers Training Centre of Tamil Nadu Veterinary and Animal Sciences University 
(TANUVAS) – all located in the region. 



The course completion rate was low (8.9%) in the beginning, but Vidiyal found out reasons and 
managed to increase the rate (a few courses reached close to 50%) for the subsequent courses. 
Vidiyal adopted several strategies:  demonstration of the navigation process during the SHG group 
meetings, individual contact over phone to reach the leaders of the SHGs and distribution of a 
simple brochure with detailed step-by-step instructions in the local language. Vidiyal team 
members contacted the learners individually or as a group and demonstrated how to activate and 
register for the course and to continue. This establishes that responsive mediation becomes critical 
when ODL modes are used for groups that are less literate and resourceful, something that many 
existing studies have also pointed out to (Jha et al, 2019). The interactions with women farmers 
suggested that project has created opportunities for women to access technology and enter the 
marketing domain as successful entrepreneurs. Vidiyal, like APCOB, also used social media 
platforms, especially face book and you tube, for dissemination of learning contents.   

Vidiyal with the support of the NGO network used the L3F to enhance awareness about and 
implementation of government schemes meant for farmers’ welfare and strengthening their 
livelihood security. Towards this, district level meetings with key stakeholders from the government 
and banking sectors, were organised leading to identification of two schemes: Kisan (farmer) Credit 
Cards (KSS) and Planting fodder trees in the farming lands, for being supported by the L3F mobile 
learning.7 For an efficient use of KCC, Vidiyal created an exclusive mobile network for the KCC 
holders and continuously disseminated the voice messages related to rules and regulations for 
receiving KCC like how to use the card and enjoy maximum benefits. Vidiyal developed three short 
videos and 50 voice messages for this purpose. Similarly, to promote plantation om fodder land, 
105 voice messages were prepared about the fodder trees and disseminated to the farmers.  
 
Vidiyal also played a major role in taking forward the L3F approach to other institutions and in their 
capacity building for adopting similar approaches. The Vidiyal team was instrumental in training the 
Tamil Nadu Grama Bank (TNGB) staff, which later also became an L3F partner. Vidiyal  also 
regularly contributed towards the capacity building of APCOB staff, who regularly visited Vidiyal 
project sites for getting insights. Vidiyal mobilized the goat farmers to create three farmer-owned 
companies and created a district level FPO network in the district where they hare headquartered. 
The L3F helped in development of a digital platform https://fpogateway.com/login to store all 
details of FPOs and to provide online information about the agricultural produce of the member 
FPOs to the consortium FPOs. Vidiyal staff was trained to manage the portal and support the FPOs 
to upload the documents and promote marketing of the products. The consortium has created 
linkages and partnerships with various government agencies, universities and other key 
stakeholders using these channels and resources. To promote ODL for non-formal learning Vidiyal 
in collaboration with Arul Anandar College (AAC) another L3F partner and MSSRF formed a 
federation called L3FOER Federation. The three partners have developed many OER for farmers 
learning in the local language in the form of voice messages, short videos and texts, which have 
been stored in an open-access repository called http://www.l3fpedia.com/.  The L3F project 

 
7 In the L3F project adding value to the government schemes through mobile learning was 
implemented only for the year 2021- 2022.  
 

https://fpogateway.com/login


experiences of Vidiyal has been published as one research paper and two articles to share with 
wider audience.8  
 
Conclusions and Lessons Learnt  
 
The paper sought to understand the feedback on the L3F model of lifelong learning model that uses 
mobile technology to disseminate dynamic information on a continuous basis to learners (farmers 
in this case) with less formal schooling and sometimes illiterate or semi-literate, living in diverse 
locations. A few important lessons have emerged. It is important to note here that this paper is not 
trying to evaluate the impact of the L3F intervention; the paper is an attempt to unpack the features 
of the model as they operated in India and learn lessons that could contribute to building future 
lifelong learning interventions for similar target groups.  
 
The model works well for introducing ‘value-addition’ by introducing technology in situations 
where existing institutions are strong and well-networked 
 
The model based on delivery through mobile phone messages, largely audio and some AV, works 
well for ‘value-addition’ in the form of technology. This inference is based on the fact that in all 
these cases, the model used the existing networks of SHGs and PACs, which are active platforms 
for collectivisation. Collectivisation has long been used as a tool in developing countries for 
creating and strengthening social capital for groups that are marginalised (Neha Kumar et al, 2019), 
this being especially true for women. Both SHGs and PACs are examples of collectives where the 
focus is on strengthening social capital and using that collective power for accessing financial 
capital; in other words, the focus on social and financial capital is integrated in these institutions, 
which acted as a fundamental structural base for the delivery of mobile-based learning messages.  
 
While the SHGs and PACs were already working on creating a conducive environment, the element 
of continuous learning added value and also acted as a collateral to get hassle free credit support 
from the banks. The mobile based one-minute learning messages proved to be cost effective 
means achieving high numbers on a daily basis, providing the learners flexibility to fit these 
messages in their own time. However, as these studies showed, the reception and use were 
mediated strongly and effectively by respective institutions, SHGs and PACs. The impact of these 
learning messages was heavily dependent upon the penetration and effectiveness of these 
institutions and their management processes.  
 

 
8 Mobile based learning for sustainable livelihoods: gender and pedagogy in the Life Long Learning 
for Farmers programme in India https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40012-018-0208-x  

Goats, Woman and Voice mails: How Goat rearing is empowering women in Theni 
https://www.smallfarmincomes.in/post/goats-women-and-voicemail-how-goat-rearing-is-
empowering-women-in-theni  

Evolution of Traditional Goat-rearers in to Corporate company: The role of mobile based ODL and 
Life long learning 
https://www.facebook.com/photo?fbid=2045200775944475&set=pcb.1619484165182807 

 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40012-018-0208-x
https://www.smallfarmincomes.in/post/goats-women-and-voicemail-how-goat-rearing-is-empowering-women-in-theni
https://www.smallfarmincomes.in/post/goats-women-and-voicemail-how-goat-rearing-is-empowering-women-in-theni
https://www.facebook.com/photo?fbid=2045200775944475&set=pcb.1619484165182807


The model inherits the strengths and weakness of the institutions it works with. This is an obvious 
conclusion for institution-dependent models, nevertheless important to mention and highlight 
separately. For instance, the fact that PACs have very limited women membership because of the 
land ownership condition, also limits the outreach of a related programme such as L3F. Similarly, 
the relatively higher uptake of the mobiMOOK for the SHG-based model was dependent of intensive 
mobilsation efforts of the NGO that managed the SHGs.  
 
Establishes high potential for mobile as a mode of delivery for short learning messages and 
information reinforcements but literacy and education levels play in a role in uptake  

Reaching large numbers to provide key information without asking for much of time form the 
recipients (or, learners) is the main feature of this model. This has especially worked well for 
information that are already known and therefore amenable for pre-prepared resources. This opens 
the potential for learning programmes carrying information about a number of government and 
social protection programmes, and therefore, helping citizens, especially the marginalised groups, 
in claiming their entitlements, and also in promoting skills for income generation.  Vidiyal’s 
successful use of the methodology for KCC and fodder crop establishes the potential.  

Towards that purpose, it helps to have diversified contents prepared and validated with the support 
of the experts are converted into different formats and using different style as easily 
understandable and to attract and sustain the interests of the different groups of learners. The 
general principles of good pedagogy work here as well - diversified modes using visuals, and the 
use of multiple platforms including social media platforms like face book, you tube, WhatsApp 
group helped in enhancing the interest and increasing the reach.  

However, as has been known through other experiences, the reception and effectiveness in terms 
of using and applying the information received, is related to literacy and education levels of the 
learners. A higher level of education is positively correlated to higher level of open education 
participation, but mediating institutions and a process-based approach help in filling this gap to 
some extent (Jha et al, 2019; Jha et al, 2020). This also becomes relevant in the context of using 
mobiMOOCs for micro-credits leading to certification or diploma. While it worked a little better for 
the institutional staff, the success was very limited in case of a farmers who are heterogenous in 
terms of their age, education level, income levels and motivation, it works only if it has a strong 
process-based approach (Rengalakshmi et al, 2022).    

Need to strengthen technology-based dynamic information  

One particular need for farmers that emerged as largely unfulfilled by this programme was latest 
information on weather and commodity prices. The conventional model of need assessment 
followed by lessons preparation with vetting by experts is not amenable for dissemination of this 
information, which are otherwise available through technology enabled means. The accessibility 
and use of such technology-based information is not uncommon but is subject to literacy 
thresholds as well as ready access to internet and the ease of accessing and using internet, while 
the efficacy in relation to the use of conventional knowledge and practices is also questionable 
(Janaki Srinivasan, 2022).  



In conclusion, what emerges is that elements of the model have potential for replication or 
integration with future models, it needs to be done with caution taking these emerging lessons into 
account. The most important lesson from the L3F experience lies in its potential for technology-
based value-addition in learning and outreach for continuous information and reinforcement of 
knowledge pieces for target groups that are dispersed with limited educational and other 
thresholds provided it is used as an additive layer to existing institutional arrangements that value 
collectivisation and collective action.  
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