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Addressing the Learning Crisis in Rural India
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Creating Self-Employment Opportunities for Women
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

School Enrolments in rural India are at an all time high. However school leaving examination results 
constantly indicate that nearly 50% of children in rural India do not pass their secondary school leaving 
examinations (SSLC).  Various surveys also constantly point out low learning levels in primary schools.
Rural India is in the midst of a learning crisis. 

In response to this problem, Hippocampus, an organization started in 2003 to promote reading among 
children, is expanding beyond promoting reading to the promotion of learning, through the establishment 
of Education centres in villages. Hippocampus Learning Centres (HLC) launched in June 2010 is focused 
on rural India and will have 3 programs. - Kindergarten centres for children between 4 to 6 years, Primary 
Education Centres for children between 6 to 12 years, and Coaching Centres for children in Class 9th and 
10th

Women who have passed their school leaving examinations (SSLC) will be encouraged to take up the 
franchises of these centres through a micro-finance scheme. These women stay within the village and are 
looking for alternate sources of employment and livelihood. An additional income of Rs. 2000 per month 
is a significant boost to their current family income and is a huge incentive for them to participate. 
(Aanganwadi (Day care centres) workers employed by the government are paid less than Rs.2500 per 
month in many states for a full time job and this is a coveted job in rural India)

Through this project, HLC aims to help address the learning crisis for rural children as well as provide 
livelihoods for local women. With the growing focus on generation of entrepreneurship to develop the 
economy of a region, HLC’s women entrepreneurs also become role models to inculcate a spirit of 
entrepreneurship in the region.

This unique business model (explained below) is intended to make the project both sustainable and 
scalable.

By 2012 HLC aims to establish around 400 centres and by 2020, HLC intends to establish 100,000 
centres nationally, creating self employment opportunities for women and addressing the education 
needs of 3 million school going children in rural India annually.   
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OVERVIEW OF THE PROBLEM

THE LEARNING CRISIS

A large network of primary schools run by the government addresses the education needs of 192 million 
poor children in the 6-14 years age group. These schools have not been successful in delivering learning 
outcomes. Data from the recent SLS study indicates that only 55.9% of children in class 4 meet the 
requirements of the class in mathematics with the number dropping to 35.4% by the time they reach their 
8th (refer http://www.ei-india.com/sls/ for more details).

In many states in India, the pass percentage in school leaving examinations is less than 70% 
(http://www.hindu.com/2010/05/06/stories/2010050661630400.htm). Nearly 300,000 children every year 
do not pass the exam in the state of Karnataka alone (Bangalore, the IT Hub of India, is the capital city of 
Karnataka). Across the country, more than 7million children do not pass the school leaving examinations 
every year and is possibly one of the largest causes of unemployment in the country.

A multitude of attempts (both through well-funded government programs and through high-impact NGO 
offerings) continue to be made to improve the situation. These range from teacher training to curriculum 
redesign but these have not been able to create the desired impact. In a country with 200 million children 
in primary school with 50% of them struggling with learning, there is an urgent need to find a way to 
bring about improvements in learning in a way that is operationally scalable and financially sustainable. 

STATE OF EMPLOYMENT FOR WOMEN IN RURAL INDIA*

Bulk of the employment in India is concentrated in the agriculture sector. In rural areas, agriculture 
constitutes up to 68% of the total rural employment. Approximately 81% female workers and 66% male 
workers in rural areas are engaged in agriculture. Obviously, most of the workers engaged in agriculture 
are highly under-employed with very low levels of return. Diversification of the rural workforce to non-
agriculture activities has been very low and the same has been negligible in case of the rural women 
workforce.

Despite slow diversification process from farm to non-farm activities, the agriculture sector has reflected 
enough dynamism in recent years. Although diversification of the female workforce to non-farm activities 
in rural areas has been limited up to 2 to 3% since 1993-94, the same in case of male workers has been to 
the extent of 7 to 8% during the same period. Most of this diversification to the rural non-farm activities 
has taken place in sectors such as construction, transport and food processing industries. Retail trade has 
also contributed to rural workforce diversification. However, despite all these positive reflections, 
diversification of the female workforce has been very limited. This may be (due to a combination of 
socio- economic reasons such as limited education and skills, cultural barriers etc.) because of their low 
education and skill levels. 

One of the important policy implications to promote rural non-farm employment is to provide skill 
and training to women workers in rural areas.

* - Source: Report to the people, July 2010. Ministry of Labor, Government of India. 
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OPERATIONAL MODEL

 HLC operates education centres in villages through a micro-franchisee model.
 The HLC outreach team canvasses in villages soliciting applications from educated women to become 

partners and operate education centres.
 The applicants undergo stringent tests to be chosen as partner - teachers. The tests include a written 

test to check their academic knowledge, followed by testing of class management and child 
management skills and then an interview. Only 20% of the applicants become partners. 

 The selected partners have to pay an upfront fee of Rs.7, 500. This covers training and capacity 
building for a period of 2 years. 

 The kit needed to start a centre varies by program. Look at the section "Capital investments needed" 
for details on the investment needed by program. The partner puts in a refundable deposit of Rs. 2500 
and she is provided with all the program material and infrastructure to establish the centre.

 The parents pay an annual fee and a monthly fee per child. The annual fee covers the cost of the child 
specific kit and the ongoing Hippocampus costs to support partners. The monthly fee belongs to the 
partner and provides for her livelihood.

 HLC supports the partner on an ongoing basis through training and motivation programs. 
 HLC tracks the learning levels of each child on a continual basis and works with the partners to ensure 

constant learning improvements.

HLC PROGRAMS- AN OVERVIEW

HLC is currently rolling out 3 programs for school going children. These are

KG PEC CC
Service offering Kindergarten Afterschool Learning 

program to bridge gaps 
in learning

Video-based coaching 
to pass Class 10 exams

Target age group 4 – 6 years Classes 1 to 7 Classes 9,10
Working hours per day 4 hours 4 hours 4 hours
# of children 20-25 children 30-40 children 30-40 children
Earning of the partner Rs. 2000 per month Rs. 2000 per month Rs. 3000 per month

Please see Appendix 1 for a detailed note on each of the program
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PROJECT STATUS

 HLC was established in June 2010. 

 The first phase called the "Proof of Concept" started in July 2010. 
o 2 districts of Davangere and Mandya in Karnataka were chosen as a pilots.
o The Primary Education centre(PEC) was chosen as the first program due to its non dependence 

on the academic calendar. The PEC unfortunately is the toughest program as there is no
comparable product in the market.

o 8 Primary Education centres were started in November 2010, 4 in each district.
o 6 of these centres boast of an enrolment of more than 32 children. Children have been paying 

monthly fees regularly.
o An indicator of success of this project is that 3 of these partners are ready to take on a second 

program.

 The second phase called "Pilot for Scale: started in January 2011. In this phase,
o HLC will have 3 programs - Primary Education, Kindergarten and Coaching centre 

functioning.
o HLC will start 100 centres by  July 2011, which will benefit approximately 3000 children
o The objective of the "Pilot for Scale" phase is to 

 demonstrate the quality of programs and our capacity building efforts
 measure improvement in learning levels of children
 ensure sustainable livelihood generation of the women entrepreneurs
 build processes and systems within HLC for the next phase of growth.

 The third phase of the project will be the "Scale up" phase and is targeted for internal kick off in 
November 2011. 

    Lingapatna, Mandya District         Kodipura, Mandya District             Kandhagallu, Davangere District
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KEY SUCCESS FACTORS

1. The HLC teaching methodology is creative, facilitative (not chalk-and-talk), non-threatening and 
enjoyable, comparable to that offered in the best urban private schools. 

2. The curriculum is designed to allow children in multiple age groups, to learn at their own pace and 
according to their current level of learning.

3. HLC invests significantly on upfront training. Besides training on curriculum, the training focuses on 
class room management, self development, entrepreneurship and sales skills. 

4. Local support teams are stationed in each district to provide constant support to the teacher-partners  
to gain the needed skills and confidence to become good teachers. . 

5. A business model that is sustainable, as the centres generate their own revenues; replicable, through 
well-defined, people-independent processes; and scalable, ensuring execution through capacity 
building and continuous learning of everyone in the value chain. 

ABOUT HIPPOCAMPUS

Hippocampus was established in 2003 with the vision to "inspire children to want to read more". 
Hippocampus creates and runs its own libraries and offers other organizations assistance and guidance in 
running their libraries more effectively. Programs developed by Hippocampus have been adopted by over 
30 organizations, across more than 250 libraries in 4 states of India, including but not limited to: 

The government of Karnataka is adopting the Hippocampus techniques for use in 45,000 schools of 
Karnataka. 

Room to Read, a NGO working in more than 10 countries, has used the Hippocampus programs as the 
basis for establishing libraries globally and is implementing our programs in the north Indian states of 
Chhattisgarh and Rajasthan.  

Hippocampus has also been appointed as a partner by the Goethe Institute on a project to promote 
"reading in the city" across India and mainstream schools as part of the German year in India 2011. 

CONTACT US

For further details, 

web: www.hippocampuslearningcentres.in

CEO: Umesh Malhotra, Umesh@hippocampus.in
Director, CSR: Lily Paul, Lilypaul@hippocampus.in

Address: 227, 6th Cross, ST bed area, Koramangala(behind Maharaja hotel), Bangalore 560 034 
Office Phone: +918041501724
email: learnmore@hippocampus.in
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APPENDIX 1 - PROGRAM DETAILS

KINDERGARTEN CENTRES

Overview:

 Good quality and meaningful material will introduce the children to early learning concepts. Games, 
exercises and toys will keep the children creatively engaged every day. 

 Art and craft activities will involve the children and instil a sense of pride in their creation.. 

 Children will have an access to reading story books in the class library.

 The objective is to prepare children with initial learning concepts for entry into class1.

 Children should thus be able to read, write and understand simple words and sentences in English and 
Kannada.

 They should be able to count, add and subtract numbers 

 Children will learn action songs, listen to stories in English and Kannada and perform the same on 
stage.

 The Centre will also promote good manners and behaviour.

Business model overview:
Target age group: 4 to 6 years
Teacher qualification: SSLC(10th standard)
Training provided 8 days upfront, 2 days training every month for a period of 

12 months
# of children per centre Between 20 to 25. If number of children exceeds 15, she 

will need the services of a helper.
Working hours for the centres 3 hours per day, 5 days a week.

Teacher will need to work 6 days a week for 4 hours a day
Monthly fee per child Rs. 120 per month
Monthly revenue for the centre Rs. 2400 - 3000 per month. 
Expenses Rent of premises: Rs. 300 per month

Salary for helper: Rs.600 per month
Effective earning of partner Rs. 1500 - Rs. 2100 per month
Material partner All programs have been developed internally by the HLC 

curriculum team. Material for the KG program has been 
given by Gramamangal - an organization working with 
tribals in Maharashtra

Critical success factor:
The current government system offers classes only from Class 1. Parents desirous of high quality 
education at the KG level send their children to nearby private schools. Besides, the fees payable in these 
schools, there is a transportation charge of nearly Rs.200 per month. Our program will be of a higher 
quality and will also reduce the effective costs of the KG.
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PRIMARY EDUCATION CENTRES

The programs have been designed in a fashion whereby the teacher plays the role of a facilitator. Through 
these programs, Hippocampus strives to reduce the gap in learning between expected grade level 
proficiency and actual learning level of the child. 

Business model overview:
Target age group: 6 years to 12 years, school going children
Teacher qualification: SSLC(10th standard), but PUC preferable
Training provided Upfront training of a month divided into class room and 

practical training, with a days training every month for a 
period of 12 months

# of children per centre 40 children, with children coming in 2 batches of 20 children 
each

Working hours for the 
centres

3 hours per day, 6 days a week, post school hours
Teacher will need to work 6 days a week for 4 hours a day

Monthly fee per child Rs. 65 per month
Monthly revenue for the 
centre

Rs. 2600 per month. 

Expenses Rent of premises: Rs. 300 per month
Effective earning of partner Rs. 2300 per month
Subjects Kannada 1 - For children who are unable to read or write 

Kannada
Kannada 2 - To build fluency and appreciation of the 
language
English - To build spoken, reading and writing skills using a 
combination of immersion and cognitive techniques 
Math - To build the foundation in Math
Learning + - Self learning using a variety of educational aids
Library - Books available in both Kannada and English
Community activities - an hour a week to introduce children 
to issues facing the community through fun ways

Material partner All programs have been developed internally by the HLC 
curriculum team.
Material for math has been provided by IETS and 10on10. 

Critical success factor:

An after-school program to bridge gaps in learning is a completely new concept, even in urban India. The 
service that comes closest is the tuition centre. Tuition programs are usually ad hoc, the same school 
teachers conduct them, and the quality of education is as bad, if not worse, than what the child receives in 
the school. In our Primary Education centres, the focus is in building literacy and numeracy skills thereby 
establishing a sound foundation for successful schooling. 



Hippocampus Learning Centres                                                                                                      10

VIDEO BASED COACHING CENTRES

These programs are delivered using video based content with the goal of improving children's 
performance in their 10th standard examinations. Please visit http://premavidya.svym.org/
for more details on the program.

The subjects taught in a centre are:

1. Maths
2. Science 
3. Social studies

Business model overview:
Target age group: Children in 9th and 10th standard
Teacher qualification: PUC(Class 12) with an additional diploma in education
Training provided Upfront training of 10 days, with a day's training every 

month for a period of 12 months
# of children per centre 40 children - 20 children per batch, can run 2 batches a 

day
Working hours for the centres 4 hours per day, 6 days a week, post or pre-school hours

Teacher will need to work 6 days a week for 5 hours a day
Monthly fee per child Rs. 100 per month
Monthly revenue for the centre Rs. 4000 per month. 
Expenses Rent + electricity of premises: Rs. 600 per month
Effective earning of partner Rs. 3400 per month
Content partner Premvidya - an organization from SVYM

Critical success factor:
High quality teachers are replaced with video based content, thereby enabling a person with a Diploma in 
education to facilitate these coaching classes. This unique model helps us to reach out to more children 
within the villages at an affordable price. 
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APPENDIX 2 – INVESTMENTS PER CENTRE

The investment to start a Centre is categorized into training and material costs and the infrastructure costs.

Training and material costs:

KG PEC CC
Upfront costs - include selection of partners, 
training and capacity building costs  for 2 years Rs. 7,500 Rs. 7,500 Rs. 7,500
Deposit for material Rs. 2,500 Rs. 2,500 Rs. 2,500
Total Rs. 10,000 Rs. 10,000 Rs. 10,000

This investment is made by the entrepreneur through a micro loan made available through Grameen 
Koota or similar organizations. 

Centre establishment costs - capital investment cost:

KG PEC CC
Cost of curriculum kit and material Rs. 7,500 Rs.9000 Rs. 3,500
Infrastructure required Rs.1000 Rs. 21,000
Electrical fittings and emergency lights Rs. 1,500 Rs.1500 Rs. 1,500
Centre infrastructure and signage Rs. 2,000 Rs.2000 Rs. 1,500
Mats  X 4 Rs. 500 Rs.500 Rs. 500
Miscellaneous costs Rs. 2,000 Rs.2000 Rs. 2,000
Total costs Rs. 13,500 Rs. 16,000 Rs. 30,000

HLC seeks to raise grants from individuals and donors to fund the centre establishment costs. An 
investment in one centre will enable a woman in a village to start her own centre and strengthen the 
learning of 30 to 40 children.
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APPENDIX 3 - THE MANAGEMENT TEAM

Umesh Malhotra
Umesh Malhotra, a graduate from IIT Madras is the co founder of Hippocampus and the driving force 
behind this new project. He is a serial entrepreneur, and his entrepreneurship experiences range from 
social enterprises, IT services and restaurants. Umesh Malhotra was selected an Ashoka Fellow in 2008.

Elizabeth Alexander
Elizabeth Alexander started her career in software in 1989 and has spent the last 10 years of her career 
working on solutions for rural India. She was a part of the pioneering project called N-Logue to set up 
internet kiosks in rural India. Elizabeth is a graduate from IIM-Lucknow and IIT-Madras. 

Seshu Maringanti
Seshu started his career with Infosys Technologies in 1991 and has worked with many IT companies 
since. His last assignment was as Senior Manager with IBM and has considerable experience in 
technology and project management. Seshu has a M.Tech from REC, Suratkal and a MBA from Asian 
Institute of Management, Philippines.

Lily Paul
Lily Paul was previously Director of the Entrepreneur to Entrepreneur program at Ashoka. She built the 
Ashoka Support Network of business people dedicated to supporting Ashoka and its leading social 
entrepreneurs in India. Lily has a Masters in Economics and has experience in both the private sector and 
the non-profit sector.

HLC Curriculum development team
The curriculum development team comprises of people with more than 20 years of experience in teaching 
in the best schools in the country and who have now decided to lend their skills to developing programs 
for the benefit of children in rural India.

Asha Sanjay, who is anchoring the Math program for the PEC started her careers with The School in 
Chennai and has since then worked with multiple organizations nationally and internationally. She is also 
an acclaimed trainer and expert on IT in schools. Asha was last working with GEMS schools in Dubai.

Bela Sood is anchoring the KG program and has developed curriculum for 3-6 year olds at Samhita
Academy and Prakriya School. Before that she was a teacher training and education coordinator at TTF-
Wipro project, SpringDale Lucknow, and Amity School, Noida. Bela has undergone training in 
Instructional design of age appropriate teaching learning methods in Connecticut, USA and training on 
teaching- learning strategies, Life Skills for 10-14 years students from METNS, Dublin, Ireland.

Nirmala Thyagarajan is anchoring the English program and has been teaching English for more than 20 
years in some of the leading schools across the country. Nirmala has also worked with Dyslexic children 
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and has developed the Grow by Reading program for school libraries at Hippocampus Reading 
Foundation. 

THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS AND ADVISORS

Umesh Malhotra, CEO and founder

Hema Hattangady
Ms. Hema Hattangady held roles as the Vice Chairperson & CEO of Conzerv Systems Pvt. Ltd. (now 
taken over by Schneider Electric India). Under Hema’s leadership, the firm which started as a small, 
family-owned business has evolved into a venture-funded, professionally-managed company and a trend-
setter in Energy Efficiency business in India. Hema is a Member of the Board of Governors of Xavier 
Institute of Management and Entrepreneurship based in Bangalore. She is also a member of the Board of 
Directors of Efficiency Valuation Organization (EVO), USA, which is the only non-profit organization in 
the world solely dedicated to creating measurement and verification (M&V) tools to allow efficiency to 
flourish.

Rajiv Kuchal
Mr. Kuchal is an active angel investor and mentor for social enterprises. His investments include 
DesiCrew, ipomo, Maya Organic amongst others. He was previously the —COO of Onmobile, India’s 
largest mobile services firm and was a key member of the IPO team. Rajiv was the —COO, of Infosys 
BPO and one of the founding employees of the company. Rajiv joined Infosys in 1989 and was the 
youngest employee to be nominated as a part of the management council at Infosys. Rajiv is a graduate 
from IITD, 1986.

Vimala R Malhotra
Vimala Malhotra is the founder of Hippocampus children’s company. Prior to that she worked in Infosys 
and at IISC, Bangalore. She is a technical writer and has a post graduate diploma in mass communication.

Advisor
Dr. S Yegneshwar
Dr. Yegneshwar is currently an independent consultant who works in the areas of competency 
definitions, mapping, development and assessment, leadership development and executive coaching.
He was a member of the team that built the leadership systems at Infosys Technologies. He also setup and 
headed Education, Research and Training for Infosys and was a member of the Management Council at 
Infosys Technologies Limited. Dr. Yegneshwar has a —Ph.D. in Computer Science & Engineering from 
Indian Institute of Technology Mumbai and a B.E. (Hons) in Mechanical Engineering from BITS Pilani.


