:sFR; HUNDREDS ‘of thou;
z-gands of femiliés dn Bangla-

.- desh, - fuil-ttme schooling . for’
their -children from the -gge’

52 0f ftve: onwards is a luxury
Jwtihey»cannot afford. Leqs than
zdzquetter of the coudtry's
—opomxlmun is literate.” Only

.-ane man 4n three and one

- womaa in seven can read and
n-_“ube That: echoes back to
J;prassrqoms. - where, hy. the
134ime they -are eight, chijdten
--shawe: begun to drop -dut-—

after “just - three years- -of
<usehuoling which, in rural
-1 migh'. amount to three

hours' teaching a day.

iy :A; with sp man¥ sectors
life in. Bangladesh, sta-
xs{xcs hold the immensity of
Bee problem. In a population

pee. cent. are -balow the- age
“cofs:15i:and 31 per cent are
a.mifzschoal age. Ahout 13.mil-
,.Llj en-boys and girls are of pri-
~mery. school age. About 70
. ~P8%. gont of children attend
90).. The Government has
."%%bmous plans tn moke it
per cent_ witltin five

" Yfars

“¥he main thrust of- the
racy drive is in the
fools. Hnwever, there are
J,ﬂmns who, have left w1th

- centres

estimated at 82 millions, 48 -

.out having acquired these
-basic skills ind a- National
Mass Literacy Councll -‘has-

been set up to- help .them.
The ‘hundreds of literacy
take' advantage' ' of
loca) bureaucratic structures,
and of voluntary agencies, to
provide  tuition.  Several
minstries are involved; ~in

particular agriculture, rufal .

development and somal wel-
!are

- The Government has MEn-
tmed education as_one of its
priority areas for spénding.
But so far the education
budget accounts for only 1.5
per cent of GNP, compared
with, 2 per cent for. India,

. and hetween 3 and 5 per cent

for advanced countries. Edu-
cation is an expensive service
to provide in a country where
mouths arc even more pres-
singly hungry than minds,
However, educationists are
working on ways to spread

the word effectively. and -
cheaply, and the most
encoyraging  system ' they

have so far come up’. with

involves fceder schools'wheére -

very young children . are
taught reading and "writing

by staff who. do not. need’

‘Then

{0 be highly trained.

. thev are fed into the primary

school chain. ;

The Education . Ministry
assumed responsszht) for
primary schools only in 1973,
It took ,over some 37,000 pre-
mises, where before the
Government had  provided
only 3,000 primary . schaals.
There are 68,000 villages in

_the country and a fotal of

40,000 primarics but there

are. no _major | plans  to

_increase the number of_build-

ings’ at_ the moment.” The

_emphasis_is on encouraging
“{eeder

schools whith
manage on few resources,

can

.Children do

agricultural work

There is also rhe hasic
need to convince many pea-
sant families of the value of
literacy. Professor - - Abul
-Baten, Education Minister,
says ' “ Education is still
viewed" in some rural -areas
as useful if it leads to some-
thing more -responsible.” We
want - ta teach children.-to
achieve hetter wark in ‘theit
natural setting. They can't all
miarate to urban areas In
‘search ' of jobs.” Thére has
been a recent emphasxs in

B

The women of Hangladesh and their children: only one woma -
ln seven: con’ réad or write; pupils start dropping out of sehool

and techmques used by Bangladesh to
;'p,lse standards ot literacy throughouty
-7 the country

Cahipalgns
~ to feed
ts 1€ minds

at eight. .

timetablés on agriculture, con-
..Servation, and rural studies.

In rufal ateas, children are
needed for  agricultural
wark: child labour -is an
important component of the
family's economic survival. In
the harvesting and * sowing
seasons, there are many
eémpty .-desks. in the
classrooms.  Increasingly .in

‘“the. countryside three crops
- of --rice - are produced -each
year : the -maim -harvest in
* Pecembrer - the others in May
and July. This improvement
in the fortunes of some fami-
Jies which continuous grow-
ing seasons bring, sometimes
leads. to tensions. There 15 a
reluctance to spare the
children at a time when
there, is greater pressure on
- them to attend school regu-
_.larly

- But on the -credit.side this
'has' produced flexibility in
:school timetables. It is quite
+ common.now to-{ind schools
operating a two shift system,
with children having the
choice = when their parents
can spare them — of attend-
ing in the early morning or
the early afternoon. The
Open "School Programme, as

it is known, has been operat-
ing with conspicuous success
for the last two years, It
means that some children
who would skip classes com-
pletely now get at least three
hours” teaching a day,

There can be difficulties
with staff. In a village, the
primary school teacher Is
quite likely to have some
land of his own which means
that he won't he working full-
time 1n the classroom, It .is
prohable that he .will live and
wark in his home village —
between 80 and 30 per .cent
of rural teachers do, which
means the prufessmn is lar-
gely immobile, No housing is
pmvlded except In the case
of head teachers of secondary
schools, so it is hard for the
authorities to provide any
inducement for teachers: to
move to other -areas when
vacancies occur. A teacher
can bhe transferred- if there
are complaints that he is neg-
lecting the schaol in favour
of his farm, but these are
rare.

THE BEST NEWS on the
literacy front is the syccess
of the feeder schools experi-
ment. This is being tried out

in a group of 24 villages
known as the Meher Union
in the Comlla administrative
district, which is east of
Dacca. The aim 15 to provide
universal primary education
for a total population of
20.000. This 1s spread bet-
ween small villages of 60
people right up to communi-
ties of 2,000. There are eight
primary schonls serving the

villages in the un:on, with
a total of 1,344 children
attending.

The teachers
are women
A project has been set up

to provide 22 feeder schools,

and of these already function-
ing, numbers vary hetween
70 to 184. The feeder classes
should, in theory, take chil-
dren of four and five. But
the age spread is from three
to ten. Alter a vear they go
on to the second class in a
primary school.

By Junc this year 18 of
the propesed schools had
heen set up. Each had two
teachers, and an assistant.
and .was operating a double
shift. The teachers are
wamen, and their mmimum

a leaving cer-

standard is
tificate. Usually the Bangla-
desh Association for Com-
munity Education, which is

running the project with
Government funds, does not
put up special buildings.
Instead, farm buildings, out-
houses, and mosques are uti-
lised. The mosques are not
grand buildings — 1n rural
areas they are often made of
bamboo and thatch—birt get-
ting the permission of the vil-
lage council to use them for
teaching 15 always a major
breakthrough.

The message is that the
schools succeed best when
local people are involved in
starting them. Often they
become a focal point in a
village which has no other
community centre. The part
of the project which has had
the hest success to date is
a cooperative of seven vil-
lages, now served by four
feeder schools. The parents
in one hamlet were so enthu-
siastic  that they built the
cchanthnuse themselves,
thatehinz 1t with reeds with
the eves reaching almost to
the oround. Other willazers
have allawed their homes to
he used as classrooms.

Running the show on a
shoestring is a necessity. The
importance of the Méher
Union experiment 1s that it
can he copied cheaply in
thousands of other commum-
ties. The lesson so far 1s that
the fecder schools can
manage with parttime
teachers being paid a
monthly allowance “of _-bet-
ween 50 and 100.takas -(a
maximum of just over “£3)
depending on therr.gualifica-
tions. There s 2 50 per:xent
addition  1f thm" wazk. ra
double shift.

There are also somé small
inducements for the pupils to
attend. In the first year théy
are provided with free books,
slates and pencils, and-sa
Incally made jute hag to. kesp
them in: for many it -wgll
he the first set of- pussessmns
they have owned.

The schoals. in a' Tountry
hallmarked by poverty: -are
finding that they- quirkly
become in\folved'm welfave
work, so  they :offer: :gix
monthly medical checks, help
with  undernourished = ehil-
dren and, 1n cases of extreme
hardship. the - local - cno
rative tries to find - work
parents.




