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en Mizanur Rahman became enrolled into Jahanginagar
W?Inhrersity in 2006, he was not sure whether he would be
able to continue to meet the costs of his education. Says
the founder of Physically-Challenged Development Foundation
(PDF): “While I was struggling with trying to meet the costs of my
education, I met Barkat from my department. While receiving
training in BKSP, Barkat had a severe spinal cord injury and become
disabled for the rest of his life.  used to help him in his studies and it
was while assisting him that I got a new vision for my life.” It was this
vision that led Mizan to start an innovative initiative that would
change the lives of thousands of people with disabilities.

Since its establishment in 2008, PDF a completely youth led
voluntary organisation has been working for disabled children
and youth through diversified activities. Its campus based activities
have ensured a safer and friendlier campus life for thousands of
disabled students all over Bangladesh. It has brought to the
forefront the issue of the rights of the disabled. It has contributed
significantly in increasing quota in different universities and in the
job sector for the disabled people.

PDF has chapters in eleven universities
with 4,000 active volunteers
_

Through its Summer Challenge it
reached 2000 disabled people with
various kinds of assistances.
——

This year PDF has provided
scholarships to 20 disabled students

PDF with BLAST, SDSL and ADD filed a
writ petition demanding disability quota
in Bangladesh Civil Service (BCS) in
2010.

In 2013 the government passed the

ordinance ensuring quota for the
disabled in BCS.

As a social activist Mizan has brought the change in his own life
that he wants to see in the society. Mizan married Suraiya Akter
Bably, a visually impaired woman in 2012. Suraiya is the first blind
student to get admitted to Jahangirnagar University. Mizan says,
“Suraiya has been the inspiration and a great support in all of my
activities. And believe me; whether it's about family or the
organization, she is more active than me.” This amazing couple
has a one-year-old healthy young boy:.

y the time Mizan was a third year student of the university,

he was regularly assisting Barkat. His interactions with

Barkat made him realise just how unwelcoming the campus
was for students with disabilities. To his dismay he found out that
there was an unofficial ban on taking in students with disabilities
like visual or hearing impairment. In a university programme
Mizan addressed this issue. “I explained how an accident could
change our lives in a second” he says. “That is why we should be
prepared to be disabled anytime and from our self preparedness
we could at least show sympathy and a cooperative approach to
these people with special needs. I also explained what we, students
of university, could do for them.”

Mizan's speech that day was the first expression of his dream to
build an organised effort for the disabled. Dr Valerie Ann Taylor,
Mizan's mentor and the chief patron of PDF says, “On that
program [ first saw Mizan and talked to him. I realised that this
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young person really feels for the disabled people and he has the
enthusiasm and altruism to take the challenge to do something
effective. So I encouraged him to form an organization and
ensured him of my support.” So Mizan and a few of his friends
started an organisation called Development of Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation for Disabled (DESCOD).
Mizan's initiative began at Jahangirnagar University, one of the
most renowned institutions of our country. But at that time it

Determined persons like this batsman
can overcome any challenge.

didn't accept any student with disability particularly any student
who had visual or hearing impairment. So Mizan and his team of
activists, started to lobby for the disability quota in the admission
test. But it was not an easy task. Most of the professors completely
ignored this appeal and some of them rebuked Mizan for his
'unnecessary' activities. As Mizan says, “It was a very difficult time.
Even many of my friends doubted my intention as the number of
disabled students was so few that most of them were not at all
familiarwith the issue.”
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Thanks to the constant support from Professor Dr. AT M Atiqur
Rahman, the adviser of PDE JU chapter, for the first time in the
history of Jahangirnagar University, the authority, ensured a quota
for blind students in 2010. Ten visually impaired students passed
the admission test and only one of them got the chance. Mizan
shares his experience, “The process was so complex that these ten
students had to come to the campus 17 times for their admission
procedure. After so much struggle, when I saw the sad faces of those
nine students it broke my heart. So I started this campaign in the
universities and now the situation has improved a lot. In my
university, now there is quota for all disabled students.”

By this time Mizan and his team officially launched the
organisation in the university and renamed it as Physically-
Challenged Development Foundation in 2009. But it was only the
first step in a much bigger hurdle. The biggest challenge of working
for the disabled is trying to remove the social stigma against them.

PDF volunteers support disabled students in their academic activities.

Mamun, one of PDF's dedicated activists says, “Most of the
disabled students and their families didn't want to share their
problem with us. So we started to engage them in our activities.”

Khokon Chandra Barman, a blind student of Dhaka Univer-
sity's Institute of Education & Research launched PDF's Dhaka
University chapter in 2009. Like Khokon many disabled students
of different universities joined PDF gradually and started to share
their problems and experiences. Taking note of their experiences,
PDF started to run a scholarship programme for disabled univer-
sity students who needed financial help to continue their
education. The PDF volunteers also provided various kinds of
supports for these students. Muhammad Abdul Khalique, a young
leader of PDF says, “The programme called PDF Light House
Project is aimed at providing one-stop services for the disabled
students of the universities. Under this programme we have
offered 20 disabled students with all of theiracademic costs and we
are trying to enhance our supports. Besides scholarship we also
provide other forms of assistance such as providing them with a
'reader’, 'writer' and guide.”
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Such support required substantial financial backing and this
became another big challenge for the activists of this youth
organisation. Many of its resource activists moreover, got engaged
in different professions and other money making enterprises.
Mizan felt that it was going to nip his dream in the bud. Mizan says,
“It was a shattering blow for me. But [ was determined to continue
to work for this cause. I decided to spread my message in the
schools of Dhaka city to make the children and adolescent boys
and girls aware of disability rights.”

Mizan got an amazing response. Hundreds of school children
joined the PDF and initiated ingenious awareness campaigns in
their own schools. Now, besides university students, PDF got a new
wave of volunteers — school students. With this added strength
PDF launched one of its major programmes called PDF Summer
Challenge. Asif Mahmood Abbas, a dedicated activist of PDFand a
key designer of the programme says, “It's a 35 day long leadership
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programme designed to engage youth into various social activities.
These young people from diversified backgrounds will attend a
series of sessions and participate in different outdoor activities and
projects on different issues such as health, education, gender rights
and of course disability.”

A total of 20 teams, each comprising of ten members
participated in the last year's Summer Challenge. Zarrin Tasnim, a
first year student of BRAC University says, “last year I was a
participant of the 3rd PDF Summer Challenge. I spent 10 days with
three autistic kids and helped them to learn different skills. The
sessions were also lively and resourceful. I have joined PDF and
from my experience I am working to organise this year's 4th PDF
Summer Challenge.”

Mizan and his team have also been working to make our
educational institutions friendlier to the disabled. Mizan says,
“From the very beginning of my university life [ have observed that
most of the renowned educational institutions of our country have
little or no facilities for disabled people. In different places we have
provided wheel chairs and other assistive devices to the students
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