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CONTINUING CHALLENGES OF ILLITERACY FOR 21" CENTURY *

The estimated 948 million illiterates in the
world in 1993 bear the witness to the past
failures to provide education for all. In South
Asia”, there were 394 million illiterates (15 year
above) in 1990 and it is established to increase
to 437 million in the year 2000. Women are the
main victim of illiteracy. One out of three adult
women in the world today cannot read and
write, compared with one out of five adult
males. In South Asia two out of three women
are illiterates. There are three main reasons why
the efforts to provide education for all has failed
in South Asia. They are:

1. High population growth rate,

2. Large number of non enrolled primary aged
children and high dropout rates in the
primary schools and

3. Neglect to youth and adult literacy program
by the Government and International

Agencies.

In almost all countries in South Asia the
population growth rate is more than 2 percent.
This means the number of school aged children
will increase every year. According to the
UNESCO estimate, some 128 million children or
20 percent of the school aged population are
excluded from primary education at present.
Most of them are in South Asia and the
sub-Saharan Africa. It is estimated that in 1990
there are 61 million out of school children (6 to
12 years) in South Asia and it is estimated to
increase to 72 million in the year 2000. Who are
the non enrclled children? They are mostly
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those who live in remote rural areas or in
urban slums. Most are girls. Most belong to
population group outside the mainstream of
society. Luckily almost all South Asia
countries are committed to provide universal
primary education. Their governments spend
about S0 percent of the education b!.l.duet to
primary education. Moreover

borrowing massively from the World Bank
and Asia Development Bank to finance
primary education projects. But there is a
huge wastage in the primary education
projects. In education terms the dropout,
repetition and low achievement are examples
of wastage. In most countries is South Asia
primary education completion rate is less that
50 percent. In Nepal is only 30 p.c. The
situation of primary education will continue
to be gloomy for sometimes to come at least
within this century. Thus the number of
illiterate population is bound to grow in this
sub region. One irony is that the government
authorities and to some extent international
organizations and banks show ignorance to
the root cause of this wastage in primary
education. From all studies it is quite evident
that unless parents are literate, their children
could not succeed in primary education.
Literacy program could make the parents
aware of the children's education as well as it
could help to protect environment and to
improve people's quality of life. - But
governments is South Asia still do not
sufficiently realize this fact.

*  Extract from the paper "Challenges of 21 century and Literacy” by Mr. T. M. Sakya.
+South Asia Includes Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhuian, India, Maldives, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Pakistan.



Introduction
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in South Asia continues to be a major obstacle in the
process of proverty alleviation and overall
development. This big mass of illiterates of South
Asia represents two-thirds of the world's illiterate
population. In India alone over 200 million adults
above 15 years of age are illiterate. In Bangladesh,
over 46 million adults are illiterate out of 67.8 million
adults of age 15 and above. The absolute number of
illiterates in Nepal may not be as large as compared
with that of India and Bangladesh, but for a country
whose total population is only about 20 million, the &

million illiterate is definitely disproportionately high at 60
percent.

In South Asia, only three countries (Maldives, Sri Lanka
and Burma) have over BO percent of literacy rate. India's
Literacy status is just lile over 50 percent. The
popsdnﬂnnmddmﬂmmymhaﬂuﬂmmmnf
South Asia except these few small countries are still
eritical. Existing literacy programme will not be able to
solve the problem, because of the heavy number of
younger children who grow up being illiterate.

Table 1. Percent of Literate Population over the Total Population in South Asian Countries.
Countries Literate Population/Million

Sri Lanka 88,5% 17.8

Maldives 98,2% 0,2

Burma 81,0% 45,0

Nepal 40,0% 20,0

India 52,1% 899,2

Bhutan 38,0% 0,6

Pakistan 35.0% 1249

Bangladesh 35.3% 120,7

Source: "Vital Signs, Asia Week, May 4, 1994

Majority of these illiterates are from age 15 to 45. The
percentage of illiterate ethnic minorities is high as
compared to those mainstream ethnic groups. As
cumpumd:om.womenmhrhehlndinlhe
illiteracy status in the countries where problem is
seen distinetly. For example, in Nepal female literacy
status is just over 20 percent only, whereas men
enjoy literacy status of over 50 percent. Except in
countries like Sri Lanka and Maldives, this variation
is common in other countries in the South Asia

region.

Ethnic diversity in South Asia countries is a maller
of pride if considered from the cultural points of
view. But when we look into it from the point of view

Taken from the paper presented in an International seainar on- "The Role of Ethnic and Linguistic

Minorities in Adult Education” in Finland June 1994,



Adult Literacy Programmes and Minorities in
South Asia

In the past few years, countries in the South Asia
region have given due attention to, and accordingly,
have been addressing the marked disparities in the
distribution of education opportunities in three
areas of "unfinished business” - adult illiteracy,
education in the areas and girls/women educarion.
However, it has also been recognized that the
deprivation is much deeper than the figures of
enrolment in the formal and non-formal education,
disconcerting as they are even when guised as
aggregates.
Notably, the deprivation of education always strikes
at the least privileged social groups in society, the
ethnic minorities, who fall in the strata of the poor in
the population below the poverty line. In the rural
* population or among the women or the adult
illiterates, it is these vulnerable social ethnic
minorities who proportionately, have the highest rate
of illiteracy and the largest number of children
and girls out of school and without schooling.
(Since, 1986)

Adult literacy programmes in many of the countries
in the region do mnot facilitate for better learning
situation by developing and providing reading and
learning material in their won dialects. While the use
of & national language in education and other social
(Information,

added advantage of fostering national integration
(such as the ful use of Bh Lar in the
adult education and distance education programmes
in Indonesia that drastically fostered mnational
integration), the sweeping use of it without due
attention to the learning process of the language
itsell as part of adult education seem to be a
disincentive among the non-pational language
speaking ethnic groups to participate in the
mainstream development, including upgradation of
literacy status.

Education among the Social/Ethnic Minorities in
Nepal.

Mepal has always been an independent sovereign
kingdom nestled in the Himalayan mountains, and

land-locked between China and India, Nepal has an
area of 147,181 sq. km., and a population of about 20
million {1991) census. Most of the country consists of
high mountains and rolling hills, which account for
about 83 percent of the total land area, the
remaining 17 percent made up of fat lands of Terai
(Plains). The population is composed of various
ethnic groups. The inhabitants of higher altitudes,
Tamangs, Sherpas, Kirantis, Limbus, Bhote are
drawn from Mongplian stock. The mid mountains are
populated by Tamangs, Magars, Gurungs, Sunwars,
Newars, Brahmins and Chehetriyas. In the inner
Terai region, Tharu, Danuwar, Chepang, Magar and
Indian immigrants hold a dominant position.
(See Figure 1-Comparative Distribution of Ethnic
Groups in Nepal.)

The caste structure in the country is based on the
Hindu Varna system. Manu is regarded as the
founder of four castes- Hrahmin (Priest/scholar),
Kshatriva (warrior), Vaishya (wader) and Shudra
(untouchable), The highest ritual position is occupied
by the Brahmin and Kshatriya. The Tibeto Burman
groups, who are mainly Buddhists, are also
incorporated unto the caste system. Although caste
discrimination has been formally outlawed by the
Muluki Ain (National Code) of 1963, it is recognized
to still influence many aspects of Nepalese life.
Inter-caste marriages are still being frowned at and
overt or covert discrimination still plays a part in
some sections of society.

Major Issues on Universal Access to Education
among the Minorities in Nepal:

1. Language Used is a Barier to the
Universal Access to NFE and other Social
Develop t Prog

Nepali, the national language is spoken by 54.4% of

the population and is understood by another 25%.

While formal education is carried out in Nepali and

English, in non-formal education, Nepali has been

used, though some NFE materials are now being

developed in Maithali.

In the formal sector, Table 2 below shows that
only Maithali is available as an optional dialect
medium of subjects in the secondary school.

Table 2: Status of Optional/ Selection of Subjects in Secondary School in Different Development
Regions of Nepal
Dialects Region
EDR CDR WDR MWDR FWDR Total

Newari o 3 - - - 3
Hindi 1 2 - L . 4
Maithali 1 11 - - - 12
Urdu - 1 . . & 1




Nepali and English are the medium of instruction in
most schoals, but very few dialects spoken by the
ethnic minority groups are offered as optional or
additional subjects. The 1990 data shows that out of
the 1791 secondary schools, only 20 were offering
local dialects/languages as optional subjects. The
frony is that among these dialecis/ languages, none
except one (Newari) is from a Nepalese indigenous
ethnic culture, i.e. Hindi being the neighbouring
India's National language; Urdu being Pakistan's
national language; and Maithali is one of India's
major state languages.

In the non-formal education (NFE) sector, a recent
monitoring study of the NGO Forum Nepal among 85
NFE classes in different districts of Nepal showed
that by average marks obtained, the Brahmins,
Cherris, Newars and Mongols fared fairly well, than
the occupational and the terai indigenous groups.
These latter groups also had the highest number of
failures and the least with those having scored 60
and above, Analysis of this problem shows that was
mainly atiributed to the total use of the Nepali
language (both the materials and the mediuvm of
instruction), which was nol convenient for these
groups, In the preparation of these materials, no
particular attention was given to such kind of non-
Nepali speaking groups on learning the language
itsell. Hence, the abrupt focus to the lessons without
knowing the language was counter productive for
these groups,

In the same pattern, many social awareness and [EC
programmes use the national language, thus mostly
catering to the majority groups, to a large extent, the
25 percemt non-Nepali speakers, the erthnic
minorities, are deprived of access to these
development programmes and campaigns, which on
the contrary, they being the poor, deprived and less
privileged, should benefit more from such
programmes and campaigns. Similarly, the clarion
call for women's emancipation through many WID
programmes have reached to many groups, but
again while no scientific data at present can prove
that these efforts have not trickled down
proportionately to the minority groups, rough
estimates show that in terms of access and equity,
the focus has been on increased female participation
and not necessarily on the increased participation of
the minority groups. But so far, very few efforts, if not
none, have been made to assess the access to adult
education facilities among the minority ethnic
groups, particularly in the difficull inccessible
remote mountains and hills of Nepal,

The lack of resources to diversify the preparation and
production of materials to cater to the different
minority groups in Nepal remain a lingering

6

problem for agencies working on NFE. For 1993-94,
total budget spent for NFE programmes in Nepal is
Rs. 34,614,000 (US§ 706,408). However, NGO
Forum's monitoring study revealed an output
situation where 20 % NFE participants failed and
45 % barely made it, leaving an effective outpur of
only 35 %. This is largely attributed to the lack of
resources to address the needs of the participants,
including  dialect-based  materials for  easy
comprehension, and  dialect-speaking NFE
facilitators.

2. Existing Social Taboos Limit Interaction and
Levels of Participation in Develop among
Social Groups

The NGO Forum study also found out that the
heterogeneous or mixed grouping of NFE
participants affected the overall effectiveness of the
classes. Where there still exists a strong sense of
caste system in some arcas, there was an adverse
effect of mixing the lower and upper castes, with
either anyone dropping out for reasons of social pride
(superiority for the case of those in the upper caste)
or embarrassment and inferiority complex among
those in the lower and occupational caste.

Yet another obstacle to achieving universal
participation in education or education-for-all is the
lack of motivation among the illiterate parents to
send their children to school. Those handicapped by
severe poverty, the occupational ethnic groups
bound by their inherited oeccupational strata in the
society, the Damais [taflors], the Pode [sweepers,
cleaners], Kami [blacksmith], Gaine [singers], have a
general tendency to shun away from educational
ellorts, particularly for their children. The lack of
vision and motivation is reflected in their attitude
that given the social structure in the society, there is
no point of sending their children to school, nor them
to spend their time in NFE programmes, since after
all they and their children will pursue the same
occupation as handed down 1o them over
generations.

One of the general characteristics of most of the
minority  groups is  the poverty and
underdevelopment prevailing in most of them, One
impediment to their development, as with the
Chepang groups, is their tendency to confine
themselves to their own social group, the
entrenched attitude of resignation and resistance to

change.



3. Lack of Strong Political Will 1o Address the
Needs of the Social Ethnic Minority Groups.

Coombs, a noted educationist, asserts that one of
the crucial issues affecting the efforts of universal
education 1o encompass all the minority groups is
the fact that eradication or the substantial reduction
of inequalities in any society - including serious
disparities within the educational system ftself - is n
far more complex and difficult affair than had
initially been perceived. He cited an example of the
obstacles and impediments including a narrowly-
based elita a caste-bound society which
could honor in words the democratic aims of
education, while at the same time showing by their
action a marked lack of enthusiasm for actually
giving education to the masses, and to the
minorities, fearing that would erode thelr own
power. This tendency is also to a certain extent
happening in  Nepal. Parllamentarians and
politicians who come from a certain ethnic group
have a soft heart to work for the cause of their
group, though superficial in some cases. Groups
however that do not have their own representatives
in the political arena, often remain marginalized or
least attended to in the national political agenda.

Some Recommendations:

1. The NGO Sector ax a Strong Force for Universal
Access ro Education among Minorities

The NGOs have been amply recognized in many
countrics to be a major force to streamline
development efforts, particularly among the poor
and underprivileged. However, while some NGOs
have genuine interests to serve the communities or
cause that they are supporting, few others merely
joined the bandwagon, favoured by easy clout,
either through strong political connections
siphoning a large slice of intermmational donor
assistance, or working for vested personal interests
for financial, status/authority/power or whatever
other gains. Others are national NGOs which form
branches in the rural districts, while others are the
spontaneous creation of the communities, with
community-based administrative and decision-
making structures. This latter type of small rural-
based NGOs are generally constrained by lack of
management capabilities, training facilities and
resources, access to forms of assistance from ourside
for their start-up and sustenance, but they have the
genuine motivation to address their needs which
they understand better than outsiders working for
them. Their being part of the problem, and their
desire to be part of the solution is a strong asset
among these types of NGOs. NGOs created by and
among the minority groups should thercfore be

encouraged more and streamlined through a
stronger national forum which could facilitate their

This task was initiated by the

development
programmes with special focus on adult education.

The other existing NGOs should likewise strive to
reach the underserved groups, mostly the nomadic
communities and the ethnic minorities, Whether an
NGO works for the cause of environment, women in
communities (WID), elimination of all forms
discrimination, child labour, or promotes health and
nutrition through expanded use of home-based oral
dehydration solution, ete. - all these will touch one
way or another with the needs of the existing
development efforts, have limited capability and no
access or opportunity o be able to promote their
cause in the political and national development
agenda.

To address some of the issues and problems
presented above, the NGOs like the NGO Forum can
pursue the following programmes.

i. Development, production and distribution of NFE
teaching and reading materials that cater to
specific minority groups. Such materials should be
visually comprehensible as well, like cartoen
comics or pictorial stories that can be published
regularly. This will not only help to preserve their
cultural identity but equally helps them to leamn
faster and conveniently.
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The Primary aim of development specifically for
the minorities is to raise their critical awareness
in relation 1o their needs and problems and the
secondary aim is to equip them with appropriate
and productive skills. Their [atalistic attitudes
must be addressed in the NFE programmes such
that they can develop the vision for a better life
and confidence to acquire new appropriate and
productive skills and develop their capabilities.
For this, a co

should precede other development efforts for
them, including literacy upgradation. Where they
understood their own problems and needs, and
have developed the desire and the confidence to
hone their capabilities to be part of the solution,
the battle is half won - a more promising positive
result for other development efforts with them
and for them, is more promising.

Post-literacy activiies should be pursued
aggressively. One of them is the preparation and
continuous publication of graded lollow-up
literature dealing with a variety of subjects of
vital interest to the aduls, and a regular flow to
the rural areas and to the ethnic/tribal groups
should be mainained. Language used,
vocabulary chosen, topics included and mode of
presentation of the materials should be suitable
for neo-literates. These follow-up books are to
serve two purposes: to prevent the neo-literates
from relapsing into illiteracy and, for the adults
10 gain new knowledge and techniques needed
to improve their lives.

An appropriate mechanism must be created to
provide a continuing professional and admin-
istrative support 1o the mass literacy campaign.

1. Fromoie Unity Diversity in Purting me
Cruse of the Minorities fn Mainstream Development

Ethnic deversity is good to maintain without
promoting disintegration of a country and the
community. Therefore, support for ethnic minorities
must go for development not for conllict creation in
the name of awareness creation which is happening
in many cases in South Asia. The separatit tendency
of some of the minority groups, while complaining for
the inadequate attention given to them by the
mainstream development planners and workers in an
irony. What is needed is to prompl unity and
national integration, while also advocating divesity in
respect of their culture and identity, as well as
facilitating their access and participation (o
development works such as adult education by
facilitating their easy comprehension of the teaching
materials and methods and [acilitators used.

Conclusion

Given the fact that the deprivation of education
always strike at the least privileged social groups in
society, the ethnic minorities, who fall in the strata of
the poor in the population below the poverty line
increased efforts must be done to address the needs
of the minority groups. With the universal focus of
education-for-all on the increased participation of
female and deprived groups, NGOs can play a crucial
role in promoting this cause and the equitable use of
resources to meet the needs of this group in the
society. NGO networking groups such as the NGO
Forum Nepal, which attempts to build the capacity
and resource-generation and networking capability of
its member NGOs, deserves the cooperation of
different parties willing to support their cause for an
equitable development of all levels in society of a
developing nation.
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Demographic and Social Indicators of SAARC Region
[Countries Lit Life IMR Growth CBR CDR
% expectancy Rate (Per 1000)  (Per 1000)
{ Nepal 39.3 54 79 2.4 37 13
Bhutan 36.0 51 116 2.3 36 15
India 48.0 60 71 1.6 26 10
Bangladesh 34.5 S6 102 1.9 42 7
Maldives MNA b6 47 3.5 NA NA
Pakistan 34.0 58 a7 2.5 36 11
Srilanka B8.5 72 21 1.2 18 6
Source: World Population Profile, 1996/Asia Pacific Population Journals, 1996/Key Indicators of
Developing Asian and Pacific Countries, 1996.
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(iii) (a) District which has the largest number of organizations involved in conducting literacy classes
in 1995/96 is Nawalparasi.

- Total No. of organizations mhedm-sdmclnmmsmlmu—mmhl AID-Nepal
(b) Districts with least number of organization involved in literacy class are Manang and Dolpa.

- Number of organization is one in each
-Nmnlumwnﬁuammumﬂmmhmdﬂmdm.

(C) Tamhuummmmmwmwnmwdmmmmmmumumlm
by GOs, INGOs, NGOs.

- Total number of literacy classes -913
. Mmmdnolpammmmmmmmnmawmmmmm
in 1995/96

- Total No. of Literacy classes are 30 in each
(iv) INGOs like Redd Bama-Nepal, Plan International, Save the Children (US), United Mission 1o Nepal,
Save the Children (Japan) USCCN, CARE-Nepal are involved in conducting Adult Education and other
literacy classes in Nepal.
v) GOdNGOa!uNGO:mmnducﬁnammMmaﬂﬁdhﬁcuth

.Emmm.mumqnumnwmmm,oummnmmumm.
What could be the reason?

Source: Agencies Involved in Literacy 1995/1996." World Education.
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