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The Impact of Adult
Literacy among Women

by A N S Habibur Rahman

ANGIADESH has a long
B history ol ardult literacy,
although this was 'very
Inriited before the 1970s. Alter
the Liberation War of 1971,
soine voluntary organisations
mcluded literacy along with
relief and  rehabilitation
Pl OFramimees
Books were disiributed and
volunteers were appolnled. but
the results were very poor. A
irend of submitting f[alse
statements was sSeen every-
where. It was proved that re-
hef and lHteracy cannot go to-
cether. During the last part ol

the decade BRAC. a reputed
rationat” NGO mtrodoced the
Freirian, methadolngy ol coct-
cutigation into the literacy
PrOgrammes

Miis hronght -4 new dimen-
siorinto adult Titeracy. [t ‘'was

popularly named as Functional
Education. but BRAC failed to

iritegrate literacy and fune-
tional knowledge together. In
spite of this. BRAC s pro-

gramme brought a qualitative
change in the adult literacy
nrogramimes run by the NGOs.
In 1980, the government of
Bangladesh launched an aduit
literacy campaign. However
they did not pay any allention
tiy the previous experiences.
Fhat campaign was a total fail-
nre die to its wealk impleinen

pation pohlicy.

In 19821 FIVDB
NGO ol Bangladesh, innovated
funetinnal literacy maternals
with a new: approach. . This
time they considered all the
materials existing within the
countrv, It is an cthoolive ap-
proacty: treirian *‘|1E“Thf'li_|(31ﬂg_\f
has a greal mflaence over the
materials. The innovation:of
these materials brought tew
Heght among (e NGUs atid they
started usitie DTV tnaterials.

At presciie rnore the 250
NCOYs are st thiess matert
FODDOL) woimen Ldid men

another

als.

srachinte with these malerials
and thie anproach every vear.
From the statement of the or-
ganization it cian be seen that
75% of the learners are

women, A six month course of
240 hours is mosthy completed
by the women. The dropout
rate among the women Is
much lower than that of the
e,

The post literacy and con-
timiing education programimes
in Bangladesh are slowly ad-
vancing. Many organizations
are developing easy reading
niterials for pesple with lim-

o] teading ability. The NGOs
ul e country play a vital role
b - sshitiy prontiots e achia
ke ion

i LR S o et erm-
powered throuch hreraey: pro-
gramines? Firstly, roral women

get the opportunily to discuss
their own problems in such
groups. The class situation is
very much participatory which
inspires them to be vocal in
their pwn problems. The facili-
tators come from the same so-
cio-economic background as
the learners. The discussion
sessfons are lively and
interesting for the learners.
Thus solidarity grows among
the groups; After the six
month course, more than 60
per cent of the women
learners achieve the [ollowing
skills:—

a) The realize and pin point
the cause and connection ol
their problems. They leel Lhat
problems cannot be solved by
solitary steps. Building organi-
zalions Is very important lor
collective development.

b) They can read simple
books anmd the simple

newsletters designed for neo- |

literates,

t| They can keep accounis,
both individually and for the
group. .
d) Many of them can stand
against social injustice.

Some impacts of the aduit
literacy programmes among
rural women are shown below
with specific examples.

Anwara and 14 other
women who used to work as
house maids joined in a func-
tional literacy class in 1984.
Soon after the completion of
the course, they were offered
jobs in a newly established bis-
cuit factory. All of them took
the jobs. For the first time they
were earning cash for their
work. The village headman,
one day called all of the. the
Imam (priest) of the mosque
was also present. The Imam
declared that as the women
were working outside thé vil-
lage it was against the religion.
The headman ordered the
women to stop going to the
factory. but Anwara and her
fellow colleagues did not stop
their work. They were de-
clared isolated from their so-
ciety. However, 15 women
created a new society in the
village. 10 years after that In-
cident the new society is dem-
inating the entire village. Many
women are now working in
different fields, and there is
nobody to order them to stop.

In 1981, when | started to
work with women in a regon,
it was very difficult to arrange
a gathenrne o 10 ove B everl
al one anoths notice, They
were shy,. and t(hought thal
these Kind ol sleps were
meaningless. Alter five years of
conducdting hunctional literacy
classes | found a tremendous
change among Lhem. They
could arrange a conference of
200 women with only one
weeks notice. They did not
renain listeners only. but they
ihemselves expressed 1heir
thonghts. Now they make 1he
agenda ol the conlerences il
chair the meetings: People like
me are mere obServers now,

Kalagool is a tea garden.
The tea garden labourers are
both men and women. They
work very hard. The male
workers spend most of their
wages in wine and gambling.
Every night they come home
drunk and beat their wives as
well. In such a situation,; liter-

acy cenitres were opened |

{here. After three months of
the course the learners of the
male groups decided not to
pake aleohol and not to beat
their wives. Women's centres
decidled that if any of the
women were heard crying al
night and beaten, then all the
other women would attack that
hushand. This two-way deci
sion reduced the habits ol al-
cohol and gambling. Now no-
body can hear the noise ol
women being beaten in the tea
garden. any more.

Adult literacy is, of course,
not a medicine for achieving

everything, But it brings a

movement in soclety. Sorhe
members of the courses in-
spire others to break the chain
of- slavery. Thus adult lteracy
acts against the traditional sys-
tem on inequality and injus-
Lice. Adult literacy pro-
grammes have proved to be a
very effective process to em-
power women. The partici-
pants themselves have a clear
idea about the objectives of the
programme, le. the ability to
read books and newspapers,
the .ability to write personal
letters and the ability to keep
ACeont s,

The writer is deputy director
of Dhaka Ahsania Mission

Today-

Bangladesh,
There Is little doubt that the most powerful agent to bring about change
An educated woman always commands respect fr

community.

Che Daily Star, with
this special feature on

men and Li

iter

acy

other countries of the world, observes the international Literacy Day.

its commitment to the issues relating 1o
the International Literacy Day.

in women's iife is education.
om her husband, her family, and her
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Educating the Other Half in a

ANGLADESH ranks 115th

f 131 coumntries in its

teracy rate, with only
one third of those over Lhic age
of 15 able to read and writle. Of
rural woman, 85 per cenl are
illiterate and amongst the
poorest one third, illiteracy
may even be universal.

Primary school enrolment
figures are deceptive, since no
more than 15 per cent of all
school children pass the pri-
mary level. The situation
among girls ‘is worse: esti-
mates of successful female
completion of primary school
is about 3 per cent. Around
half of all dropouts occur in
the first year of school, when
the futility, cost and irrele-
vance of education becomes
apparent to both parent and
child.

Obstacles to the pursuit of
education are many:
® Unmotivated or absent

teachers '
Lack of motivation and en-
couragement from parents
Non-participation of the
community

Large classes
Uninteresting curriculum
content

Lack of books and other
material
Lack
clothes
Fixed timing of schools
Gender of teacher

An economic situation
which compels the child
to work within or outside
Lhe home.

Skewed Priority
The Fourth Five Year Plan
(1990-1995) has earmarked
3.58 per cent of the total bud-
get for this sector which is
relatively higher than alloca-
tions in the past but still highly
inadequate in comparison to
the need. In neighbouring
countries, 4.4 per cenl of the
GNP in spent on education.
Furthermore, much of the ex-
penditure is in urban areas
whereas over BO per cent of
the population are rural resi-
dents.

The female literacy rate is
even more alarming, only 19
per cent. While 37 per cent of
all eligible girls for primary
education (6-10 year old} in
rural areas go to school, the

rate is 50 per cent in urban
areas. According to a World
Bank study in Bangladesh, the
proportion of the education
budget spent on girl students
is: 44 per cent of primary edu-
cation, 32 per cent of sec-
ondary education and 13 per
cenit of university education.

of * appropriate

Non-formal Way=z=i=

by Raana Haider

The overall picture of girls
education is one of: limited
opportunity: numerous obsta-
cles and questionable rele-
vance

There are also a host of
gender-selective attitudinal,
infrastructural and cost-benefit
factors which in isolation and
in combination further under-
mine the schooling of girls.

Myth: is the Root
of Female [lliteracy
Contrary to popular think-

ing, poverty is not the root

cause for the low level of

schooling, particularly of girls.
Repeated studies have shown
that compared to economic
solvency of the families and
institutional facilities of the
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schools: relevance of curricu-
lum; proximity; female teach-
ers and participation of par-
ents; are the factors which
both attract and retain girl
students.

Almost . all NFPE outlets
which have incorporated the
above factors into their school-
ing programme, have reported
that the participation of girls is
higher than boys. Most NGOs
which undertake such educa-
tional programmes, limit their
activities to the landless and
the poor. The students thus
come from very poor lamilies
and vel, more than two-thirds
of thi students are girls. which
negales Lhe popular beliel that

poverty is the root cause of
female illiteracy. ©

Focus

Given the low level of liter-
acy in Bangladesh. the move is
towards providing basic educa-
tion for the maximum number
of people in non-formal set-
tings i.e. Non-Formal Primary
Education (NFPE).

Profile

Successful innovative edyca-
tional programmes, focussing
on girls' education, by two
Bangladeshi development or-
ganizations have relied on the
Non-Formal Primary Education
(NFPE) approach.

The BRAC programme is
designed to serve the non-
starters and dropouts: empha-

. RDRS

sis being on girls. of rural poor
landless families who are
largely unreached by the for-
mal primary educational sys-
tem. The programme has suc-
ceeded in implementing since
1985, an innovative 3 year
curricula for children 8-10
years ol age and in 1988, a 2

phota

vear curricula for children 11-

16 years old.

Villages are selected on the
basis of parent demand, avail-
ability of target children and
teacher. Class hours are flexi-
ble. meeting for two-and-a-half
hours daily. The timing conve:
nient for each school is de-
cided jointly by the teacher
and parents to suil seasonal

benefliciaries

work and religious needs.

s a week
and one
leacher for each BRAC school.

As'of January 1992, 75 per
cent of BRAC enrolment was
made of girls and 180,000
children were enroled in over
68000 schools all over the
country. Schools report a
dropout rate of less than 5 per
cent and over 90 per cent of
students graduating from. BRAC
schools gain admittance to
Class 4 in the formal primary
educational system.

Calculated on the basis of
number of children complet-
ing their education, Lhe cost is
low — an estimated 25 to 50
per ¢enl lower than cosls in

the formal )
DAM ?ﬂaaa Ahsania
Mission) works for improve-

ment in the life situation of
disadvantaged groups, both in
rural and urban areas of
Bangladesh. In rural areas, the
focus is on the illiterate land-
less poor, marginal farmers
and fishermen, destitute
women and people having lit-
tle education. In urban areas,
include unem-
ployed youths. child labourers,

destitute women and slum
dwellers. Target beneficiaries
have to meet the following cri-
teria: Those who earn their
livelthood from physical labour.
Those who sell their labour for
around 180 days a year. Those
who have a maximum land
holding of 0.50 acre of land,
including the homestead.
Women constitute more
than 70 per cent of beneficia-
ries. The Mission's package of
development support services
include nonformal primary ed-
ucation, need-based and work-
oriented functional literacy,
human resource development
training, skill training, credit
for income generating activi-
tie= and health care. However,
thee priority is education in
veneral. non-formal education
in particular and overall, the

enrolment of girls.
e success of the NFPE

yprogramme can be measured

by the fact that in 300 centires
throughout the country, 70 per
cent of the students enter the
formal primary educational
system and in the Sirajdikhan
Upazilla, the figure reaches 90
per cent. More girls are en-
roled at all centres and their
continued presence at school
is proof that a girl-friendly-ed-
ucational environment can go a
long wav lo increase female
literacy in Bangladesh.

The triter is a Bangladeshi

suciologist currenthy residing
ine € airto, Eguypl.
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Adolescent Girls’

o
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The jay of learning
T is now 4 o'clock in the
aftermoon in a small
village called Khamar

Bhopala in Goreya Union. 10

km east of Thakurgaon district

town in northwest Bangladesh.

The August sun is subdued and

the sweltering heat is cooling

as the wind sighs through the

trees. The azure sky is
fading to a dull copper and the
air carries the sweet smell of
sun-baked soil and straw.

Crows strike a shrill. discor-

dant note, breaking the silence

of the emerald rice fields.

At the southern end of a
courtyard, amidst a few bam-
boo huts, 19 young girls are at-
tending a literacy class under a
make-shift thatched roof sup-
ported by bamboo poles. The
open classroom has a chalk-
board and a Hip chart. The
teacher, aged about 22, sits on
the mud floor with the girls
and helps them read the
primer,

These adolescent girls are
taking part in a pilot training
) to by RDRS. In
addition to literacy, the girls
receive education on the laws
relating to marriage registra-
tion, dowry, divorce and rights
of women; health and nutri-
tion: mother and child care,
and income generation. Of the
19 girls attending. 10 never
went to school at all and 9
dropped out of the school sys-
tem. In Thakurgaon Upazila,
165 girls received this kind of
training in eight groups. 32
have been subsequently mar-
ried, 25 of the marriages were
duly recorded with #he
Marriage Registrar — an im-
portant deterrent to husbands
against abandoning or divorc-
ing their wives, :

The introduction of educa-
4ion and skills training for ado-
lescent girls to give them a
better chance of achieving a
happy. dignified and less im-
poverished married life is a
new initiative designed to in-
crease the development op-
portunities RDRS offers to
WMLy,

AN 19 girds in the Khamar

' HE Fourth Plan of
Bangladesh (1990-935]
has given particular

attention to women's develop-
ment in all sectors. The
following are some of the
major objectives of the plan in
the area of women's develop-
ment: a. to increase womens
participation, as beneficiaries
and agents. particularly in
education, health. and family
planning; b. to take measures
for overall development of
‘children with special emphasis
on the girl child; c. to reduce
substantially the male-female
literacy gap and increase the
female literacy rate from 15
per cent to 30 per cent: d. to
expand vocational skill deve-
lopment facilities for women;
e. lo increase women's share

in public sector employment
from 6 per cent to 15 per
cepnl; and f. to increase
womnen's participation in the
public sector decision-making.
bhoth at the national and local
levels.

The Education Gap

Women in Bangladesh are a
disadvantaged group as a result
of cultural and so¢ial tradi-
tions. Studies have indicated
that given equal opportunities
for development through edu-
cation as those of their male
counterparts, women can be
empowered to contribute to
development. A  study

(UNICEF, 1993), indicates that
primary education does not
provide adequate education to
help the girls play their roles

Promoting Female

' promotion rate for girls is

Education

in life. implying that al post-
primary levels, provisions for
their greater participation in
education be made available.
What provisions may the gov-
ernment make to promote
female education at post-pri-
mary levels?

Soctal customs generally
accord women  less than the
legal rights to which they are
entitled. Only about 68 per
cent of the primary school-age
girls (as opposed to 78 per
cent boys) attend school. The
f[emale adult literacy rate is

enrollment,

around 22 per cent which is
less than half of that for men.

In some rural areas, the female
literacy rate is as low as 5 per

cent.

Al the secondary level
(grades 6-10). the enroliment
of girls increased marginally
during the last one decade. In
1981, girls constituted 28.40
per cent of the total secondary
while in 1991
their enrollment accounted
for 33.91 per cent of the total.
In 1991, girls' enrollment in

grades 6 and 10 were 37.01

per cent and 30.36 per cent
respectively.

In the post-secondary insti-
tutions, female enrollments
are still low — 29.37 per cent
in Intermediate colleges,
23.67 per cent in degree col-
leges, 20.32 per cent In the
universities, and 16.09 per
cent in the professional insti-
tutions. Increasing the propor-
tion of girlts in the institutions
of higher learning, particularly
in the professional institutions,
deserves priority.

Promotion, repetition, and
dropout rates at the primary
level, by grade and sex do not
vary significantly. There is.
however, scope for improving
the promotion date to around
95 per cent and reducing the
repetition rate to 2-3 per cent.

The dropout rate at 1 (which

is higher than those at other
grades) can and need to be
substantially reduced for both

. corresponding

Education

them grow vegetables
raise chickens al home
some of them have substantial
savings. They are now more
aware and much better pre-
pared to face the challenges
that lie ahead.

All the girls were born and
brought up k' ¥hamar Bhopala
village. Some of their parents
had migrated to the area from
grealer Mymensingh district
twenty-five years ago.

Abdul Bari Depari, now in
his late fifties. still remembers
the circumstances which
compeiled them to leave their
homes in the green, riverine
eastern district and settle in
the arid. highland district in
the far north of the country,
nearly 500 km away. The
Brahmaputra continually
eroded its banks, devouring
crop flelds and gradually ad-
vancing towards the village.
The situation worsened with
each flood and every year the
families became steadily
poorer as their land disap-
peared. Finally they had to
leave.

Bepari and his next of kin
sold their homestead land and
one night boarded the North
Bengal Mail which brought
them to Dinajpur. Then they
took another train to Thakur-
gaon. From there they came to
Goreya and bought a piece of
land in Khamar Bhopala village.
As Bepari narrates his life story
he looks much older than his
age. battered by life but
unbowed.

The girls also seem re-
silient. They attend their
lessons with enthusiasm and
soon they will finish the

_course. They want to live a life

different from that of their
struggling parents — a life of
dignity and satisfaction.

— RDRS Fealure

e
boys and girls.
Except in grade 8. .the

higher than the promotion
rate for boys. Repetition rate
for girls is lower than that for
boys in each of the secondary

grades. While the dropout rate
for girls is lower than that of

boys in grades 6 and 7, in
grades 8-10, it is the reverse.
For the secondary level as a
whole. the dropout rates for
girls, boys and both sexes are
65.0 per cent, and 60.5 per
cent respectively. The transi-
tion rate from the primary to
the secondary level for bolh
sexes is 55 per cent, while for
girls it is 43 per cent.

The available statistics sug-
gest that there has been an
improvement in the level of
educational attainment of the
Bangladesh population during
1981-91. A recent BBS report
(Bangladesh Demographic
Statistics 1992) mentions that
the proportion of males having

SSC /HSC level of educatibn in- |

creased from 12.4 lo 16.0 per
cent during this period. the
increase for
females being from 4.5 to 8.2

per cent.
Findings

women in Bangladesh have

improved their lot in establish-

" ing gove
after
the Government established

rnment bodies to look
their development when

the Ministry of Women s
Welfare (MWA) in December
1978. MWA's functions include
policy development, Womei
Welfare. participation of
women in development. The
Fourth Five-Year Plan gives

s i —————————

emphasis Lo participation of
woien in education, health,
family planning. development
ol the child, reduce literacy
gap and vocational develop-
ment through education.

Worldwide, women are a
disadvantaged group. Compar-
ed to male counterparts, they
receive lower wages/salaries,
treated as sunbordinates by
men. Women have less legal
rights and lower educational
qualifications than men.

It is anticipated that in-
creased enrollments of girls
will occur in the succeeding
years due to the incentives
provided by the government
for their education. As a con-
sequence, the Government will
have to provide bigger budgets
for stipends, additional hostels
and transport services.
Alternative sources and pro- .
grammes may be developed to
absorb the expansion of girl
enrollments.

Girls participation in school
has increased through the
years although it is considered
low (29.3 per cent) in inter-
mediate colleges, 23.6 per
cent in degree colleges: 20.3
per cent in university and 16

cent in institutions of

higher learning.

Provisions by the Gowvern-
ment are needed to liberalize
girls’ access to education.

The present article s a
shorter version of chapter X
of ‘Post-Primary Educa’en
S clor Strategy Reveew . "
chucted by Govt of Bangladesh.
UNDP, and World Bank.



