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mé;té of Literacy Drive

NY figure concerning the
country's literacy rate near

the 50 per cent mark is

bound to raise many a eye-brow.
If that figure is put at six per cent

| higher than the mark—56 per
cent that is, people are surely to
dismiss the «claim as a
manufactured one or a figment of
imagination. The reason why
people look askance at any posi-
tive contribution by any gov-
ernment is simple: political envi-
ronment here is of little help to
justify such tall government
claims. This is however one area

that needed to be either com-

pletely independent of any nega-
tive political pull or should have
enjoyed the blessings of involved
politics of an ideal kind. The lat-
ter situation is perhaps too much
~to ask for and the next best option
left for any political government
1S to go about the business in a
most planned manner. Happily af-
ter some initial setback, trial and
error during the eighties, the
launching of the Integrated Non-
formal Education Programme
(INFEP) in 1991 brought about a
decisive change in the country's
hiteracy scene. In a country where
the middle age bracket (between
15-45 years) has the highest share
in the population—352.4 per cent
fall under this category—the
more than moderately successful
implementation of INFEP be-
tween 1991-97 made a difference
in the literacy, if not education,
situation. The age group between
zero to 14 is the second largest
population, comprising 43.2 per
cent of the total and the 60 plus
group has a meagre 4.4 per cent
share tn it.

Clearly, anyone can see where
the option for action lies if the
litéracy rate has to be raised at a
desirable level. So it was a very
pragmatic decision to target the
first and second age-bracket pop-
ulation that lies outside of the
pale of formal primary education.
The programme envisaged to ac-
complish the job broadly in two
ways: 1) by bringing in under it
school-age children of poor fami-
lies who have either. dropped out
or even never had the opportu-
nity to go to school; 2) by creat-
ing opportunities for unschooled

uncttonal Hteracy.
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The success of the INFEP was
there 10 see. So the government
dectded to consolidate the gain
and also work towards achieving
the ultimate objective of hundred
per cent literacy by the year 2006.
Fortunately for i, international
donor agencies also came up with
increased support—both financial
and-moral—to stand by the coun-
try. A number of non-government
organisations (NGOs) also started
working in close co-operation

with the government or indepen-

dently to support the cause. A
number of international initia-
tives and events—such as the
launching of the programme of
ATLP (appeal training material
for literacy personnel) by
UNESCO in 1987, holding of the
WCEFA (world conference on ed-
ucation for all) in Jomtien,
Thailand in 1990, World confer-
ence on Children's Rights in New
York, Education for Al Summit
Conference of nine high popula-
tion countries in New Delhi in
1993-—gave the required momen-
tum to our literacy drive. During
the same period Bangladesh
penned down the Compulsory

-Education Act and created -a spe-

cial government organ named
Primary - and Mass Education
Division (PMED) to help the
cause. .
However the government at-
tempt received a major boost with
the establishment of the Direc-
torate of Non-Formal Education
(DNFE), a permanent national
agency solely devoted to non-
formal education. The DNFE has
developed an elaborate system to
implement its programmes. It has
set itself the task of attaining the
ultimate goal of total literacy in
the country by the year 2006. The
plan no doubt 'is ambitious. and
must call for a concerted effort
from all involved in it.. For
convenience the responsibility
has been divided under four pro-
jects. What is significant is that
the government share in the fund-
ing for NFE has for the first time
been more than the donors' in the
fiscal year, 1997-98. Of the total
allocation of Tk 10065 lakhs, the

government portion was Tk 5165

lakhs and the rest amount of Tk
490( lakhs was from the contribu-
tion by the donors. Project no-4

of DNFE is almost entirely fi-
nanced by the Bangladesh gov-
ernment and it has received an al-
focation of Tk 1000 lakhs.

The DNFE proposes to achiéve

_1ts targets step by step. So it has

some important tasks to accom-
plish before the year 2000. First
of ali, it seeks to raise the enroll-
ment rate at the primary level to
95 per cent, in which the share of
the girl students is projected to
rise from 70 per cent in 1991 to
94 per cent. The next objective is
to bring down the dropout rate at
this level to 30 per cent by that
time from 60 per cent in 1991,
Adult literacy rate has been tar-
geted to rise from 35 per cent to
62 per cent during the period
1991-2000. After the comipletion
of the NFE projects in 2001, this
rate is expected to touch the 80
per cent mark. The initiatives are
extensive no doubt but much will
depend on the delivery mecha-

- mism.

As was the case with INFEP, the
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cause of the demanding situation
and complexities involved.
Without flexibility such pro-
grammes stand little chance of be-
tng successful, But too much of
flexibility is likely to be coun-
terproductive at times. Clearly,
uncertain elements are there and
they must be overcome by con-
stant monitoring of the situation
and the problems faced. The
DNFE's focus on new and uncon-
ventional areas is praiseworthy
but it also makes its job even
more challenging. For the first
time in our history, sex workers,
scavengers and prisoners have
been brought under literacy cov-

erage. Yet another significant

population awaits similar. atten-
tion. This ts none other than the
disabled or physically handi-
capped. They account for 10 per
cent of the total population and
an- overwhelming majority of
them are illiterate. Lack of teach-
ing materials, other facilities and
social awareness are responsible
for illiteracy among the disabled
and physically handicapped.
With increased aliocation of
fund in the NFE sub-sector room
has been made for accommodat-
ing certain norms and responsibil-
ity that have been gaining in-
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creasing recognition the world
over. Reducing gender disparity
is one such social responsibility.
The NFE has the provision of en-
rolling female—only learners in
at least 50 per cent of its literacy
centres. Before the original
INFEP ran its course, new projects
either complementary to it or in-
tervening in nature were worked
out to iron out gaps and lapses in

it as well as to push ahead the

programme. According to NDFE,
the annual growth rate of literacy
between 1991-97 is 2.3 per cent.

In 1998 a total of 3.3 million
learners have completed their lit-
¢racy course and 5.6 million more
are taking the course now. So the
increase in the number of learners
s -_g_qi_te h_igh.

Now the qu. ..on is how au-
thentic these figures about the
progress In literacy are. The whole
performance is subjected to eval-
uation—both internal and extes-
nal. The funding agencies such as
the ADB, WB, SDC, UNICEF,
UNDP, NORAD and SIDA all
have evaluated the projects—
some of them more than once. All

have concluded that the impacts

of the NFE programme are highly
positive. They also pointed out
that the attempt to translate the
quantitative gain into the quali-
tative has been quite successful .
Both post-literacy exercise and
incorporation of livelihood train-
ing have contributed to the reten-
tion of the success rate. Their in-
dependent assessments prove
valuable. We therefore cannot say

-that the achievements in literacy

are a mere jugglery of words and
figures.

If the three-month post-literacy
package programme has con-
tributed so much to the NFE,
there is a need for turning the
pracess of .leamning a life-long

. practice to fight unleaming. In |

that task the donors will have to
play a role once again. they
should come forward with neces-

- sary fund to help finance the es-

tablishment of an adeguate num-
ber of continuing education cen-
tres-cum-rural libraries. If easy
reading material and newspapers
can be made available to the neo-

. literate there, the literacy move-

ment will have achieved unques-
tioned success. /




