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Senega]l \Upgrades Its Koramc Schools

s

FTER 10 years at the Koranic
. schoot 1 Mahlika, a- half-hour
drive north of Dakar. Scnegal, 19-
vear-old Sidy Diarra is proud of his
accomplishments and ¢nthusiastic
~about his dream of opening a chicken
farm.
“I have lcarncd so much here :
agriculture, poultry farming and car-

pentry, and. 1 can write in Arabic, -

Wolof and French,” says Mr Diarra,
adding, “In Malika | have also
learned td get along with every-
body.™

Here. as custnmﬂr}' in a Koranic
school. or “daara. which ecducates
bovs and girls up to I8 years old, the
priority lessons for ths tulibes, of
students, are Arabic and the, KXonan.
'However, the well-tended garden.
the hen house, the wood shop and
. the art room show that this daara has
greater ambitions than most. In addi-

tion to giving students nutrticus -

food and clean lodgings. the school
teaches them reading and writing 1o
French and Wolof, the national lan-
guace. as well as other subjects that
- will help them continue ther educi-
tion and find jobs. Some of s
stadents have gonc on to formal high
schools and colleg=: others have
opened businésses, ‘

The daara in Malika stands out
" among Sencgal's Koramic schools,
- With 70 res1du11 male students as
. young as 5 and 32 fertale day stu-
‘dents, the school was created 14
. years ago by a group of women who

were distressed by the pour condi- -

-tions of most daaras: Determined to
improve the lives of talibes, they
began a fund-raising campaign. They
worr approval {from the President of
Senegal for their efforts.,

« Not zll daaras can promise their
students an education equal to Mati-
ka’s. Bargny is a small town an hour
east of Dakar. Twenty voung talibes
from 5 to 14 years old live in the
daara, sleeping on the dirt floor of a
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small room. They have no sheets or
blankets, and they study in a roofless
room upder a scorching sun. Their
only water comes from a stagnant
pond surrounded by garbage.
Their teacher, or marabout, is just
back from a 2)-day trip. During his
absence. his students were left with-
out supervision, and onc died of
malaria. The neighbours'are now

-caring for the children.

Talibes are a fixture of lifc n
Senegal, where 40 per cent of stu-

‘dents go to Koranic schools, Before
these schools' taught

colonization,
the iraditionally orad population how
to read and write in Arabic. Koranie

schools were supported by locaicom-

munities. which paid the instructors
and gave good (o students. To re-
ceive their rations, students went
from hosue to house reciting the
Koran. Their public recitation of the
holv text gave families an opportun-

ity to judge the quality of- their

children's studies.

But first-colonization,
nization and today .the economic
crisis have L‘mnu:,d the suacial con-
tract. During the dJdr{ season,” more
and more marabouts take students
from thetr villages to live in the city,
where the teachers can make a better
living by selling talismans and send-
ing the boys out to beg,

Nine out of 10 talibes. whose
avefage age is 10 come from rural
arcas. and 85° pcr cent arc jrom-the
poorest fumilies, In the otv. their

conditions  are uwally appalhnn
Malaria. gastroenteritis. conjuctivitis

and scabies are widespread. They

also frequently fald prey to street.

accidents, Thirst and ‘hunger are
cver-present.

There are 50,0 to 100,000 heggar
tatibes in Séncgal. They cluster near
cveny traffic light in- the cities — hitle
boyvs dressed in filthy rags to inspire
pity and teach them humility. a large
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tnmam-pasm ¢an strappcf:i to their
shoulder for collecting the sugar, rice
or coins for which they beg for up to
10 hours a day. Most receive a

‘minimal Koranic education.

Many talibes brought up'in the
street began to beg as soon as they
could walk. Others were left by their
parents in the care of a marabout and

‘had to beg for food and many to pay

for their education. -

Now, though. the.cffort bugun by
the concerned women of Maltka i3
having wide-reaching effects. In
1992, UNICEF and the Government
of Senegal Taunched a five-véar prog-
ramme {0 improve the fiving Lﬂl’ldl-
tions and anstruction of 1hese voung
students. Called -Rehabititation of
the Rights of the Talibes, it has
targeted 30.000 children — abow 2

third to a Half of all talibes who aré in

especially - difficult  cirumstancces.
UNICEF has provided close to USS
- million and has earmarked an
additional $1.4 mitlion {uor 1695 for
the programme. which also relies on
the participatiom of the Senegalese
Ministry of Health as well as gras-
stoots groups and NGO,

The first of its kind in Senegal. the
programme aims to make the daaras
an integral part of their communities
s0 the residents have a stake in the
school’s success. It focuses on restor-
ing the talibes” basic rights, providing
them with better food and lodging as
well as access to clean water and
-educational opportunities.,

In the long run, it will help change

" the harmful attitudes of the marab-

ouis and parents, stem the tahbes
migration to cities, kecp chldren

with their families and increase fhe -

-self-financing of the daaras. The pro-
ject has, for example, provided Tunidds
to women o invest in icome-

generating activities that will buppﬂﬂ .

the daaras.
*“The women are thc maost mvnh ed
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the most active,” savs Mamadou
Wane. who directs UNICEF s efforts’
on bchalf of children in especially
difficult c1rums,tanc:e*=; in Senegal.
“The villages the migrant talibes |
come from have been targeted by the §
programme, and 40 community
daaras have alrcadvy been opencd.
They are supervised by local commit-
tres.”

. The programme i1s beginning to
pay off. In the huge daara in Coki.
for examplc. 2.690 talibes now have
regular access to clean water. In the
daara of Medina-Bave: each student
receives 300 grams of rice a day — |
no one has to beg for it. |
Throughout Sencgal. more than
6.000 talibes have gained {ree access }

" to health centres and 45 have been §

irained as health assistants,

Local participation is crucial, The |
rehabilitation programme, which is §
being closelv studied bv neighbour-

ing Mali, will end’in 1996. It mav be

rencwed for another five vears, but
eventually the future of the ‘com-
munity daaras’ will be in the villa- .
gers hands,

It 1ake further economic develop- |
ment and better rural schooling to
eradicate the “migrant: talibe’ prob- |
lem. but Ndioro Ndiave, Senegal’s |
Minister of Women, Children and
Family, alrcady sces a change n
socicty. “The community is reacting
positivelv,” she says. “I see fewer
and fewer people giving seven sugar

- cubes to the talibes as their daily

absolution. They are starting to
understand that they have to pive
something more important. some-
thing that is really useful.™

Sylviame Dioufl-Kamara, a free-
fance journalist based in the United
States, writes on African subjects for |
many international publications.
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