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Increasing women's access to
skills and jobs

Smmms REDDT

HM Y daughter and [ were a hurden
on my parents,” says 20-year-old
Moushumi Akter Mou from
Mirpur.

Married off at the age of 14, Mou could
not complete her schooling. After her
daughter was born, her husband remarried,

leaving her feeling vulnerable and hopeless.
“1 felt that if I had a job, my life might be
worthwhile,”

These words are unfortunately common
among young women in Bangladesh who, for
no fault of their own, are often made to feel
worthless and are unable to earn a living for
themselves, thus denying them economic and
social independence.

Around the world, women face challenges
in joining the labour force. In Bangladesh,
this is especially a challenge due to the
double burden of patriarchy and poverty. One
symptom of this problem is the low female
participation rate in the Technical and
Vocational Education and Training (TVET)
sector, particularly in formal institutions.
Women's participation in TVET in Bangladesh
ranges from 9 to 13 percent in public
institutions and 33 percent in private
institutions. Only around one in five
instructors in technical institutes is a woman,

In order to increase
girls' participation in
technical and
vocational training
programmes, efforts

need to involve families,
society, training
providers, employers
and government.

FAKHRUL ALAM

\HE ver}' last words m},r mr::-ther had

I said to me constituted the question,

“What is your name?” We were in the
V.L.P. lounge of Dhaka airport and she had
just been wheeled in from an aircraft with
one of my sisters. Another sister and I had
gathered there to receive her, knowing as well
as perhaps she did that she was close to
dying. And yet she had managed a smile as
she said to me, “What is your name?”

The words, indeed, amounted to a kind
of game she would play with me whenever
I would meet her at my sister's house in
Dhaka. It was what we call a rhetorical
question since she most certainly did not
have to be told what my name was. It was
her way of reminding me that while I
might be professor of English at the
University of Dhaka, I - Dr. Alam, as she
would also sometimes teasingly call me -
should never forget that I had learned
English from her, sometimes, literally at
her feet as she did housework, and on
other occasions, when she had done the
day's work, at the table where all of us
siblings would gather to study once we
were old enough to do so.

On this International Women's Day, I
would like to pay a tribute to my mother, her
fierce belief in the importance of education,
especially women's education, and the rights
of women to study and work and have parity
in every sphere with men.

My mother was an outstanding student.
Recorded as well as oral family narratives
enable me to reconstruct her brilliant
performance as a student as well as her
aborted student life and its consequences.
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With training, nothing is too ‘technical’ for women.

Underprivileged Children's Education
Programme (UCEP) Bangladesh, a leading
vocational training institute, conducted a
study recently to identify barriers preventing
young women from accessing technical
vocational training. The study identified
multiple obstacles. Of the girls surveyed, 25
percent highlighted the lack of family support
as the biggest barrier, followed by 21 percent
who identified society’s lack of acceptance.
Also cited were concerns about safety at the
workplace, insecurity travelling to and from
work and the distance from training centres
to home. Once enrolled, some girls dropped
out. Of these, early marriage was the most

WHAT

From one of my aunts' contribution to the
100th anniversary commemorative volume of
the Feni Government Girls School I am
reminded that both in Class Four and Six she
had made it to the All Bengal Merit List and
had been awarded scholarships for her
achievement. From an uncle's
autobiographical novel, I have an explanation
of why she had to stop studying when she
was in Class Eight. The only Muslim girl
studying in a very conservative town, she had
become an obvious target of their religious
concern. “Why must a Muslim girl study after
a point?” they would say. My mother would
go to school properly veiled, but these men
reminded my grandfather, who had once
been a progressive swadeshi but was then
embracing a very conservative Islamic
position, that there were Hindu male teachers
teaching in the school. And, they noted,
educated women tended to be immoral. For
good measure they added, “Is your daughter
going to become a judge/barrister after
studying?” What was the point of female
education, after all?

Persuaded, my grandfather withdrew my
mother from school. The clinching point for
him, I learnt from my uncle's narrative, was
his own father telling him with finality, "Your
daughter has to stop studying. It's enough
that she can write letters and read them!"” My
grandfather tried to placate her by saying that
she could sit for the matriculation
examination as a “private” student.

Both my aunt's account and my uncle's
novel record my mother's intense grief
afterwards. For a while, she tried to
concentrate on studying for “private”
matriculation. But then the First World War
broke out; everything was disrupted in Feni,

common reason, accounting for more than
half of the dropouts. Others cited health and
family reasons. The study respondents were
from urban locations. In rural locations, the
factors may be even stronger.

Over the past decade the Government of
Bangladesh has demonstrated a strong
commitment to bringing women into the
labour force. In March 2012, a National Skills
Development Policy (NSDP) for Bangladesh,
the development of which was supported by
the International Labour Organisation (ILO),
was approved. This policy recognises the low
participation rates of women in skills
development, and states that special efforts

and she was married off after a couple of
years. Not only was she grief-stricken at that
time, as my aunt notes in her piece, she
would carry her grief at being cheated out of
an education almost to her grave,

However, my mother was nothing if not a
fighter. My uncles would tease her and call
her a “communist”, and if the word had been
fashionable in the late 50s and 60s when they
would always be visiting us in our Dhaka
house, surely they would have also called her
a “feminist”, although I am sure she would
have detested the sanctimonious and self-
serving ways in which the word is at times
bandied.

What my mother missed in formal
schooling, she made up by reading
voraciously, whenever she could spare time to
do so. A lasting memory I have of my mother,
both after lunch and dinner, and after all the
housework was done and our studies
supervised, was of her going to bed, day after
day and night after night, with the Bangla
newspapet, the current issue of the weekly
Begum, and some Bangla novel, usually by
Sarat Chandra or some other best-selling
Bengali author.

Always feisty, and despite being immensely
religious and completely devoted to God and
the Prophet, she would never miss the
opportunity to berate ‘holier than thou'
Muslim priests and men for the way they
treated women. Because she knew the
religion well, she would always cite examples
of how the place of women was not what it
was made to be by patriarchal Muslim men of
her generation and how veiling beyond a
point was totally unnecessary and the ghomta
and orna was good enough, if one knew what
was prescribed in the holiest of books and
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are necessary to correct this gender
imbalance, particularly in the formal training
system. It also proposes several measures such
as promoting women's inclusion in “non-
traditional” courses for better employment
opportunities; social marketing and
awareness raising; separate washrooms for
women; and recruitment of female instructors
wherever possible.

Subsequently, a National Strategy for
Promoting Gender Equality has been
formulated with ILO support. This has the
explicit aim of increasing female participation
in TVET through a comprehensive and
holistic mix of social, economigc, institutional

S YOUR NAME!?

My mother's
preoccupation with
women's education
went beyond her
family. She would
help any woman
wanting to advance
herself, through
education and
through jobs.

what was not.

But the most eloquent way that my mother
protested against the deprivation she and her
generation of Muslim women suffered
because of their fathers and their friends and
mullahs at large, was in her single-minded
dedication to the cause of women's
education. Not only did she teach us and my
four sisters the English and Bangla alphabet,
she ensured that her four daughters as well as
her one son had equal access to education.
She insisted that her daughters earned the
highest degree possible in the field of their
choice and was proud when they became
working women. She was saddened when a
couple of them did not go beyond an M. A.
degree and when one of them gave up her
job. And she did everything for them as long

and systemic transformational measures.

A strategic framework and objectives have
been outlined with a clear set of priorities
and targets. Objectives include increasing
female enrolment by at least 25 percent,
transforming mind sets and attitudes to
eliminate negative perception towards “non-
traditional skills” for women and establishing
a gender responsive environment with
appropriate support systems. ILO is working
with the Ministry of Women and Children
Affairs to ensure integration of the gender
strategy in their annual plan, budget, and
monitoring system and training institutions.

In addition to supporting the Government
of Bangladesh in promoting gender equality
in the skills system and TVET institutions,
ILO's skills programme which in recent years
has been funded by Canada and the
European Union, is supporting hundreds of
women like Mou in non-traditional
occupations. These include carpentry,
furniture making, hospitality (e.g. baker, chef,
etc.) and food processing. Pilot initiatives in
male dominated occupations and sectors
help demonstrate ways in which the skills
system can be made more gender equal.

As a result of the systemic changes taking
place, Mou took up the challenge to learn a
non-traditional trade in high demand. She is
now a qualified refrigeration and air
conditioning technician after having accessed
training at UCEP Mirpur Technical School.

"My family members and others
encouraged me to go for it. I took those
remarks seriously and came to the
refrigeration and AC technician trade to make
a difference,” she says.

In order to increase girls' participation in
technical and vocational training
programmes, efforts need to involve families,
society, training providers, employers and
government. Ambitious policies and action
plans that succeed in transforming gender
norms and relationships in society are
required to bring about gender equality in the
workplace, to create opportunities for more
women like Mou.

The writer is Country Director of the International Labour
Organisation (ILO), Bangladesh.

as she could to ensure that they could
combine not only higher studies but career
goals that would make them what they
wanted to be. When I told my wife I would be
writing a tribute to my mother for
International Women's Dat, she reminded me
that my mother had told her when we were
leaving for Canada, where I would be doing
higher studies, that she should not come back
without earning a higher degree in some field
or the other.

Moreover, my mother's preoccupation with
women's education went beyond her family.
She would help any woman wanting to
advance herself, through education and
through jobs. Whether it was her sisters or her
relatives, or even their friends, she offered our
house as a home for them and would become
their “local guardian” or counsellor, if not a
surrogate mother. She also went way out of
her way to help any woman she felt was
remotely in distress, or lonely, or deprived in
any way, with whatever little she could to
help or comfort them. And she would teach
anyone, male or female, she could get hold
of, believing that education was above all!

There is a lot more that I could say about
my mother but my 10 minutes are up and so I
must end here by saying that I took this
occasion not really to give you the feeling that
my mother largely made me what I am, but
mostly to convey to you how she had pledged
herself to parity and worked for the
emancipation of women in her own way all
her life. In that respect, and in so many ways,
she was an exemplary woman and truly
ahead of her time and thus worth
remembering on this day.

The writer is Professor of English, University of Dhaka.
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LETTY COTTIN POGREBIN

(_ When men are oppressed, it's a
tragedy. When women are oppressed,

it's tradition. )

1 2 3

CROSSWORD BY THOMAS JOSEPH 0 BEETLE BAILEY
ACROSS 43 Danson and Nugent i
1In-- (lined up) DOWN G ';.Ii.li :I:ng
5 Endures 1 Old market il
10 Hit the gas 2 Become depleted i
12 Bandleader shaw 3 Anxious
13 It deserves another 4 Toupee's kin nil el
15 Fishing pole 5 Lord's wife 1
16 Some amount of 6 Paintings and sculpture
17 -- De deux 7 Doltish : " -
18 Summer's end 8 Angry rant i s
20 Conceal 9 Taste and smell
21 Decimal fraction 11 Comfortably warm YESTERDAY'S ANSWER
22 Keats poems 14 Place for Kerouac RIATSTP sITTATT IR
23 Fabric workers 19 Lower than olMmlAIR HIEIBIRIEIwW
25 Infield corner 20 Cheated, in slan:g ‘ BlOINTO I INTCTOIDIE ErC LITTVE
28 Oboe parts 24 Do a musketeer's job ORIEIGIAINIOBENIEID CISTERS DO
31 Atany time 25 Lookat TIEIRIBRI I EIREMIALIG ANNTUHING BIG
32 Nostalgic songs 26 Broad street EIBIR CIATLIE %ﬁ%ﬁ%’
34 Thatwoman 27 Venus Williams' sister clrlalsls OINITIS '
35 Chinese chairman 29 Golfball feature HIEIR[SIRW/[AINIIEGE
36 West of Hollywood 30 Closed tight AICITERG!| I [N[G|IH]A[M
37 It spoils the bunch 33 Garden starters S|O|D EINIG|R[A|VI|E
40 Moon-based 35 Earth neighbor E|[V|E[N|E|D E|R|I|E
41 Parceled (out) 38 Prohibit RIE|C|U|S|E I S[PIA|T
42 College VIPs 39 Poker prize  BEREBEE BENE

by Mort Walker
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