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Abstract: Grameenogram is an e-learning project designed to train NGO micro credit 
workers who share a vested interest in capacity building strategies, especially in sectors 
where expert knowledge is not always readily available. Many NGO workers receive 
little in the way of formal training and instead rely heavily on informal knowledge 
situated within their communities of practice. In response to this, Grameenogram offers a 
one-stop solution for aggregating authentic online materials on topics and themes such as 
Grameen, micro credit, poverty, and capacity building through RSS feeds. Hypermedia 
files are presented in a classified format, including text, image, audio and video media 
with context-specific information on the aforementioned topics and themes. The 
aggregating website trawls for information from various social spaces and communities 
online and categorizes them according to the delivery and communications technologies 
they employ such as podcasts, vlogs, and blogs to enable quick recognition for their 
consumption, adaptation and reuse in micro credit learning initiatives. 

 
 
Introduction: The Grameen Model for Capacity Building 
 

When Professor Mohammed Yunus and the Grameen Bank that he founded were awarded the 
2006 Nobel Peace Prize, the world was introduced to a 30-year retrospective of successful micro-financing, 
a grass-roots approach to development through individual empowerment. Grameen succeeded where 
decades of macro-level structural adjustment, international aid and NGO projects had failed. Where did 
Grameen succeed where others failed? First and foremost, with the understanding that the poor know they 
are poor. They know what they need to overcome their poverty and Grameen addresses these needs instead 
of referring to predefined, statistically indexed notions of poverty. Second, Grameen micro credit seeks to 
empower individuals through social businesses, not to improve economies that cling exclusively to the 
capitalist principles of a free market. Third, Grameen micro credit provides loans, not grant aid which can 
lead to dependency and disempowerment. In his Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech, Professor Yunus 
outlines his vision of social businesses based on the Grameen model for capacity building: 
 

“A social business will be a non-loss, non-dividend company…The challenge is to innovate 
business models and apply them to produce desired social results cost-effectively and efficiently 
for the poor. Health-care, financial services, information technology, education and training, 
marketing and renewable energy – these are all exciting areas for social businesses.” (Yunus, 
2006) 
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With the global popularity of Grameen Bank’s successful model in human capital development 
through micro-lending, there has been a profusion of Grameen-like organizations appearing worldwide. 
Their social presence is felt all the more with the growing proliferation of digital content found online that 
attempts to capture their work carried out in diverse areas of micro finance. Capacity building involves a 
contextualization of multiple facets of poverty, understanding what constitutes empowerment in those 
environments and the various developmental approaches that can precipitate. It is not surprising that many 
have tried to replicate Grameen in other poverty-stricken areas around the world. Poverty, however, differs 
from place to place, and from person to person. Merely replicating Grameen in different contexts causes a 
repetition of mistakes from the past - using a one-size-fits-all solution to poverty. Instead, it is the 
philosophy of Grameen that needs to be emulated: learn what poverty means to individuals, learn what is 
needed to overcome their poverty, and search for ways to help empower them to overcome their poverty.  
 
 
The Grameenogram E-learning Project 
 

Although most NGOs offer a variety of learning programmes to their trainees, the difficulty of 
contextualization of successful Grameen cases remains a stumbling block in the viability of these Grameen 
affiliates. This presentation will introduce a project environment, Grameenogram, which has been designed 
for NGO micro credit workers, active or interested, in the area of capacity building in both developing and 
developed nations. The common goal is to access and engage with micro credit resources (experts, cases, 
resources) and media (reflective, interactive, and creative) employed to develop capacity building. A wider 
sense of the social network that surrounds capacity building with tools found within the world of Web 2.0 
will be explored in this presentation paper. 
 
 
Tools and Systems 
RSS Feeds 
 

Grameenogram uses an aggregation technology that is powered by Suprglu.com (TheGluFactory, 
2007) which is based on Really Simple Syndication (RSS), sometimes referred to as Atom or XML feeds to 
pull indexed information from the web. Suprglu is open source and easy to set up. Aggregation is used for 
many purposes from linking content not produced personally to increasing one’s online traffic.  The 
aggregation of news, podcasts or images has been popularized by many online communities and has 
prompted community-based aggregator sites such as del.ico.us, youtube and flickr to use aggregation for 
their specific needs. Aggregator-only search engines, such as Bloggerlines, Feedburner or Technorati offer 
much more than searches for syndicated feeds, they also serve to publicize blogs as well as monitoriing 
subscriptions.  

Aggregation is the collection of web feeds (text, image, audio or video) accessible in one spot. 
Web feeds are machine-readable HTML/XML documents that are often syndicated by third party 
aggregator programs such as News Readers (for example: del.icio.us and newsvine) or Feed Readers (for 
example: Feed maker and Bloglines) via feed links if not already provided by the originating website. Web 
feeds contain various metadata published by digital content developers that “pull” updated information 
frequently through feed links on user sites. This is an example of reverse engineering, moving away from 
“pushing” information as in the case of email. The two most commonly used web feed formats are Really 
Simple Syndication (RSS) and Atom. Advanced browsers like Mozilla and Firefox come with built-in 
features for web syndication. Due to interoperability issues among the various platforms using RSS feeds, 
Atom has come to act as an alternative feed. RSS feeds come in many versions so as to overcome 
interoperability issues by developing enclosures or extensions that differentiate between image, audio, 
video and text files. This has created a profusion of online podcasting (both audio and video) and vlogging 
communities such as Youtube and Vodpod. Whereas most blogs provide Atoms many websites still do not 
permit web feeds on their sites out of copyright concerns.  

Despite having been created in an open source environment like Suprglu Grameenogram still 
requires customization to fulfill learning objectives vital to train NGO micro credit workers and to meet any 
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learning support issues that may arise. Two media attributes of the Grameenogram learning intervention are 
the usage of RSS feeds and podcasting features. Operating as part of the genre in open source blogging 
tools, Grameenogram is minimally moderated and totally self-regulated as a learning environment. The 
developers believe that responsible use of the conventions of blogging will keep the common good of the 
technology from being an obstacle to its spirit of creative commons. 

Podcasts 
 

Grameenogram serves as an online environment for legitimate peripheral learning for the greater 
community of NGOs, including end users engaged in lurking as well as those engaged in search and 
research. The website focuses on constructing personal knowledge representations of what constitutes 
solutions for capacity building. The environment functions as a resource center, a community space and a 
collaborative tool for engaging learners in social entrepreneurship. Various Social Networking tools such as 
youtube.com, vodpod.com and digg.com allow for various forms of podcasting (audio, video, or text) 
through RSS feeds. The various podcasting features offered at this site include: 
 
• Audio podcasts: Aggregating audio podcasts from the web using tags such as odeo and iTunes. 
• Video podcasts: Aggregating video podcasts from the web using tags such as vodpod and Youtube. 
• Text blogs: Aggregating blogs from the web using tags from aggregator sites such as Technorati, 

del.icio.us, and Diggination. 
 
 
Issues to consider  
 

Aggregation simply pulls information without adding any value to it. It is the responsibility of the 
user to assign value to content and to credit the creator/publisher. Most third party web feeder programs 
such as Feed burner or Technorati which pull or publish web feeds from sites are providing the service of a 
“delivery truck” for content that may already have restrictions on its usage. The lack of standardization 
among web feeds, across usage of content, and within the interoperability standards among different 
browsers are but a few of the factors hindering the maximization of knowledge sharing across the board.  
 
 
Standardization and Reusability 

Capacity building is a broad topic domain with many interlinking concepts integrated from various 
fields of practice. The keyword filtering provided by RSS technology does not always net the desired 
information and the standardization of reusable content is always problematic in ill-defined domains. 
Contextually neutral artefacts may have lost most of their original purpose when represented in digital 
format online. It follows, therefore, that those artifacts that have not yet been neutralized may provide a rich 
personalized context for recipient NGO micro credit workers searching for learning objects that can be 
adapted for use and reuse. This activity borders on the issue of copyright violation if done without fully de-
contextualizing the learning objects. Grameenogram seeks to present the learning objects in their original 
format (vlogs, podcasts, photoblogs) by designing a learning environment that provides content that is still 
contextually fixed without seeking to neutralize the context of the learning intervention. Instead, we the 
developers offer a sister site, Overcoming Poverty1, which can be found on the Grameenogram site that 
showcases instructional strategies developed from themes found in micro credit resources online. Adopting 
the theory of Case-based Reasoning (Kolodner & Guzdial, 1999), the Overcoming Poverty site has been 
designed as a resource for those involved in micro credit capacity building to [1] examine complete cases, 
[2] to analyze and complete case problems with guidance, and [3] to use what they have learned through 

                                                
1 Ahsan, S., Bethal, E. & Fitzgerald, A. (2006). Overcoming Poverty: www.PmWiki.org  
http://ernie.concordia.ca/e_bethel/methods// 
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working with the case problems in order to narrate their own cases and design their own empowerment 
solutions. 

Sites Without Web Feeds 

 
Most of the information on NGO-related experiences is stored in websites which either have 

limited reusability permissions or are without parsable web feeds. If allowed there are third party feed 
readers who create feed links for those sites and those feeds can be reused to create knowledge 
representations for Grameenogram. The aggregating technologies driven by RSS feeds are subject to 
similar copyright laws and intellectual property rights as guaranteed under the Berne convention act, 1971. 
However, the technology makes online content much more accessible for use with or without the expressed 
permission of many online search engines. Superglu.com refrains from aggregating RSS feeds from 
personal blogs or news sites for its concern over using copyrighted materials. Most popular search engines 
in the market are not so scrupulous in their search for unsolicited RSS feeds, however, and assume that the 
responsibility lies with the consumer of the information rather than on the technology itself.  
 
 
Forms of Learning 
 

The media attributes of aggregation technology (RSS 2.0 feeds or Atom) can recognize data for 
text, audio, video or image files and read them in the way they had been published for the web. Although 
this widens the scope of possible learning objects it also creates problems for designers who want to 
manipulate this information based on successful learning strategies. Grameenogram resolves the problem of 
embedded multimedia data in aggregation by separating the content based on the communications media 
and social spaces they originate from, for example Youtube, by keeping a loosely shared repertoire of 
learning objects within the boundaries of their particular language and membership type. In this way, users 
of Grameenogram will be able to identify the sources of different content types more readily. Although 
aggregation enables users to share or link to larger information sources with one click of the mouse, 
digesting, adapting and redesigning content for further learning purposes is up to the individual users. Some 
helpful features of the Grameenogram aggregation site are: 
 
• Links of the day: various articles are categorized from indexed searches as individual title posts 

either by topic or date. 
• Super Tags: clusters of Meta tags are created through simple tagging technology to link related 

articles, images or podcasts through the RSS feeds provided. 
• Social Bookmarking: RSS feeds allow subscribers of aggregator sites to monitor what information 

is being used by others and for what purpose. 
 

Meta-tagging Concepts Not Content 

 
The RSS feeds display information in the order it was published or received which can restrict the 

preferred order of content displayed or the mediums used to display it to end users. In Grameenogram 
sources can be searched for specific information and displayed by grouping the concepts of poverty or 
capacity building domains either in cloud tags or according to separate media types. Tagging allows for the 
grouping of information that is personally or communally meaningful. It is common practice in Blog-type 
environments to personalize useful and permissible third-party content found online by tagging it. Thus a 
group of articles on “Grameen” can be conveniently tagged under “poverty” and used by another blogger as 
“capacity building”. This form of tagging allows socially specific online communities to create their own 
library of tags to be shared among its members. It does make the search of online learning objects difficult, 
however. For easy search, Grameenogram separates content by the media used and the practices of the 
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community itself to avoid using confusing tags or terminology, to reduce clutter, and to better manage 
learning content. 

The following Research Territory Map (adapted from the study of online social relationships by 
Rettie, 2004) demonstrates how Grameenogram can be viewed as assisting in the provision of a more all-
encompassing Social Networking tool for the wider community of NGO micro credit workers:  
 

 
 
Fig.1: Research Territory Map of Grameenogram as an Online Social Networking Tool 
 
 

  
Instructional Strategies 
 

As Fig. 1 above shows, awareness and social presence are developed through a matrix of 
computer-mediated communications and relationships, media attributes and online communities. A 
computer-mediated learning environment like Grameenogram that develops NGO workers’ knowledge and 
expertise in capacity building relies on the efficacy of an instructional design based on sound instructional 
strategies. Volunteer organizations promote minimally guided self-regulated and experiential learning that 
is discovery based and personally meaningful. The tools and symbols used in Grameenogram are derived 
from Cognitive Apprenticeship models, Cognitive Flexibility Theory and Case-based Reasoning skills that 
mediate, regulate and influence the learners’ interactivity with the learning content and the learning 
environment. The following will briefly outline these particular theories for learning and provide central 
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references to the development and defence of these approaches to learning and learning content 
development. 
 
 
Activity Theory  
 

Learning by doing is considered to be more effective in terms of long-term retention than simply 
learning by thinking (or reading) which is deemed as too passive. Social constructivists have proposed the 
idea of engaging in learning that includes meaningful activities located within socio-cultural contexts. The 
social negotiations made possible through commenting, network building, and Social Bookmarking allow 
learners to construct meaningful knowledge-bases to support their learning. 

 
 

Problem-based learning 
 

PBL is best summarized as facilitating activities that reinforce self-reflective, continual and 
collaborative learning which places value on the learners’ real-life understandings. An ill-defined problem 
context like Capacity Building includes critical thinking, applying knowledge learnt in one context to 
additional contexts, and problem solving. Grameenogram facilitates problem based learning for capacity 
building by studying rich and complex problem domains and by categorizing them with tags, allowing 
knowledge construction to form around multiple nodes as mentally mapped out by the learners.     

 
 
Cognitive Flexibility Hypertext 
 

Jacobson and Spiro (1995) in an empirical study of hypertext addressed the complexity, transfer 
and design of learning environments in light of Cognitive Flexibility Theory (CFT), a case-based theory of 
learning. The contextualized representations of poverty found in Grameenogram afford a varied conceptual 
understanding of multiple intellectual perspectives occurring at multiple times in multiple locales. Wang 
and Bonk (2001) provide a successful example, using a CFT environment for the transfer of non-linear 
multidimensional, case-based reasoning in an advanced learning environment. 
 
 
Medium 
 

The aggregating delivery technology of Grameenogram has certain media attributes internal to the 
technology some of which bring advantages and others which create disadvantages for content 
development. These are divided into the following categories; strengths and weaknesses: 
 
Grameenogram Strengths 
 
• The dispersed global community of capacity builders working in the broader area of micro credit 

can benefit from an online environment whereby Grameen expertise is widely distributed. 
• Cognitive flexibility hypertext theory (Spiro, Coulson, Feltovich, & Anderson, 1988; Spiro, 

Feltovich, Jackobson, & Coulson, 1991) supports the usage of hypermedia to facilitate a blended 
learning approach. 

• The media attributes of blogging such as RSS feeds technology allow for hard scaffolding, in other 
words the intuitive organization of online content media. 

• Content can be accessed through indices and keyword searching. 
• The ability to post comments enables participant interaction. 
• Hyperlinking facilitates the discovery of additional information. 
• Relatively inexpensive to produce and offers a wide reach. 
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Grameenogram Weaknesses 
 
• Informal learning depends on the self-regulation and intrinsic motivation of the learner. 
• Arguably, minimal guidance is pervasive in weak forms of constructivism (Kirschner, Sweller, & 

Clark, 2006) so learning environment and content developers should proceed with caution in order 
to achieve stronger forms of constructivist approaches to learning and learning support. 

• A plethora of hypermedia can clutter information processing and ultimately reduce its effectiveness 
(Mayer, 2001) 

• Aggregation cannot separate content effectively based only on media types, thus categorizing 
content according to sound instructional strategies has to be done manually in some cases.  

 
The Grameenogram philosophy: More Standardization, More User-interfaces  
 

The following principles are adopted by Grameen advocates and are worth mentioning when 
developing any content that manages local knowledge: 
 
• Grameen is a mechanism for integrating impoverished people back into the marketplace who have 

been barred from financial institutions and lending options because of structural adjustments made 
in favour of only those who have access to capital.  

• Banking on the innate skills of its clients, Grameen provides social business opportunities for 
individual and community growth without resorting to the usual investments involving external 
bodies in training, education and aid infrastructure (charity) to the poor. 

• Grameen espouses the idea of socially conscious business ventures that challenge epistemic belief 
systems on poverty. 

• Poverty is a conceptual rather than a material lack and it is precisely this cognitive barrier that 
needs to be overcome through modelling collective experience at the local level for analysis, 
adaptation and transference of knowledge at the global level. 

 

Grameenogram as a Social Networking Tool  
 

The concept map below illustrates the different media resources that are trawled from the web into 
Grameenogram by the Suprglu aggregating technology. These are displayed in relation to the learning 
approaches, social networking and social bookmarking affordances of the environment: 
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Fig. 2: Social Bookmarking and Social Networking with Grameenogram  
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Conclusion 
 

Grameenogram’s primary goal is to develop digital resources that are freely available on the web 
and to effectively manage them for further use. For individual end users, a supporting goal would include 
building a knowledge repertoire on successful practices for digesting, adapting and transferring lessons 
learned from digital resources that are context-bound which can later be reused in learner-centered online 
environments as opposed to technology-centered learning interventions. This idea stems from Grameen’s 
founder, Mohammad Yunus, who proposes that socially conscious business entrepreneurship place 
emphasis on the standardization and re-contextualization of knowledge domains for successful 
interoperability: 

 
“…we will need to create rating agencies, standardisation of terminology, definitions, impact 
measurement tools, reporting formats, and new financial publications such as The Social Wall 
Street Journal”. (Yunus, 2006)  
 
The online world of open source knowledge management is gearing towards extending its 

databases and languages so that they can be read as standard data, curtailing the hegemony of commercially 
syndicated actors from policy-making on socially beneficial goods like creative commons. The open source 
software phenomenon survives on intuitiveness and on-the-fly design interventions, always adapting and 
depending on collaboration between individuals and communities who are willing to share their 
understandings, experiences, resources and skills with one another to build abundance in human capital. 
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