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Foreword
In the beginning, long before the advent of modern aid and development
work, there was a church, a clinic and a school building. You may call it
the trinity of the Christian mission. Wherever Norwegian or other Western missionaries went, the pattern was repeated. The missionaries built
a church, a clinic and a school building. They did so because they were
genuinely interested in the well-being of the people and the development
of the countries they had adopted. No efforts were considered more
important than to provide quality education and quality health care. But
providing these services was also strategic. It enabled the missionaries to
build the necessary trust and goodwill in order to evangelize the people.
In the West, too, the churches were spearheading efforts to provide
education for all. In the Lutheran tradition, which to a large degree
defines Norwegian Christianity, the strong emphasis placed on reading
the Bible meant literacy was always a priority of the church. It could be
argued that the church not only actively promoted education for all; it
also played a crucial part in shaping the pedagogy and critical content
that characterizes modern education systems. The motivation was
more or less the same as on the colonial frontier, by reflecting a genuine concern for society’s well-being and development – and an opportunity to promote and solidify Christian teaching.
Nowadays we would question some of these motives. But despite
the ethical dilemmas involved, it is fair to say that the churches’ contributions have laid the foundation for education and health services in
many developing and developed countries.
Today the church has ceded much of its influence and involvement
in the education sector, especially in the West. At the former mission
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frontiers in the global South, churches and missions are increasingly
handing over schools and clinics to the governments, although in some
areas the church remains the sole provider of health and education services. In fact, it has been estimated that churches may be responsible
for 30%–60% of all health and education services in many developing
countries (UNFPA 2009).
The sheer magnitude of the church’s worldwide effort in providing social services to all people is one of the most suppressed facts of
our time. It is unparalleled in history. But the nature of the churches’
involvement is also changing, not least when it comes to education. Education, we agree, should primarily be the responsibility of each country’s government. But few states have the necessary capacity to provide
quality education for all. In order to succeed, providing education must
be a joint effort between the state and other actors. Which role should
the churches, mission societies and other NGOs play in this regard?
This book attempts to answer that question. Most articles are collected from Digni’s member organizations and their partners in Africa,
Asia and Latin America. They reflect practical experiences amassed
within the Digni network, and they hold important lessons for anyone engaging in education in development work. They also reflect the
changing roles of NGOs and missionary societies in educational work,
which perhaps can be described as a shift from service providers to
rights advocates.
The authors represent very different contexts, cultures and languages.
Most are practitioners; some are academics. The content and scope of the
articles, therefore, are very diverse – much like in the real world. For this
much we have learned: One size does not fit all. Local challenges require
local solutions, and often we find that the solution involves a church.
Literature:
UNFPA (2009), Guidelines for Engaging Faith-Based Organizations as Agents of
Change. Retrieved August 12, from www.unfpa.org (http://tinyurl.com/7v7hdkt)

Arne Kjell Raustøl, editor

Preface
The member organizations in Digni have always engaged in education. In
fact, education has been the cornerstone of all development cooperation
with local organizations. As an adviser, I have been in charge of handling
applications and following up projects within the field of education. Over
the years I have noted a considerable change of focus in the approaches
towards educational development, which we describe as a shift from
service provision to rights-based work in this book. There are several reasons for this development, including changes in local governments’ and
donors’ policies. But mainly the changing approaches are the result of
experience accumulated during these years, by local partners and Digni
member organizations.
When I consider the policy shifts these organizations have been
through, I am impressed by the flexibility they have shown, and their
engagement to create processes that really respond to local needs, in
order to provide quality education for all. It has been my wish that
these experiences should be collected and shared as an inspiration for
other NGOs involved in education.
Consequently, an invitation letter calling for contributions was sent
to Digni’s member organizations last fall. We also invited scholarly contributions for more in depth analysis on certain topics. The invitation
was timely and highly appreciated, as is evident from the responses
we received from the authors. I am deeply grateful to all who put aside
time and interest in the idea of sharing their experiences with educational development. It is my hope that the articles in this book will
inspire new approaches for NGOs to engage in education.
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My thanks also go to the following persons in the Digni office that
became important partners in the process of making this book: Karen
Rossebø for securing translations and proofreading, and Kåre Eriksen
for providing editorial advice and putting it all together.

Arne Kjell Raustøl, editor

Introduction: The Roles of NGOs
and Mission Societies in Education
For generations, education has been a central concern for all development efforts. Education has also been a foundation of the development
of European history. Multinational institutions have tried to develop a
common platform for education worldwide with the same intention: to
create a common definition of quality education. When the missionary
societies started their work more than 150 years ago, education became
one of the most important tasks. Even after all these efforts, the road
towards Education For All (EFA), a global movement led by UNESCO,
seems to be long.
The newly issued report on education from UNESCO (2014) presents
new challenges and points to the volumes of work needed for achieving
quality education for all. Even after the first global effort to plan for
new approaches to education in 2000, the Millennium Development
Goals are still far from the targets aimed for by 2015. For example, in a
third of the schools in poor countries, less than 75% of primary school
teachers are trained. Additionally, in sub-Saharan Africa, universal
primary education for the poorest girls will not be a reality until 2086 at
the current speed.
There are of course many reasons why these goals have not been
reached. Lack of resources, poor governance, and cultural obstacles
are some examples. Not often mentioned, but still equally important,
is that pedagogical approaches and systems applied in developing
countries have largely been inherited from Western standards. Few
efforts have been made to adjust educational content and methods to
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local needs. This issue is often overlooked by bilateral and multilateral
donors, as they tend to be dominated by a Western agenda.
India serves as a good example of what has happened worldwide. In
the early days (250 years ago), education in India commenced under
the supervision of a guru. Later, education was split up on the basis of
caste. Education was directed towards duties that one had to perform
as a member of a specific caste. With the advent of Islam, educational
systems changed but were still in line with religious values: both religious education and modern education, including natural sciences and
humanitarian themes, were added. As colonialism came to India, there
was a struggle between various approaches to education. One group
was of the opinion that English should be the medium of teaching,
while other groups wanted local languages to be used at schools. The
education that came with the colonial powers was also the result of a
technical revolution that largely overlooked the local context. Today
every state in India may define their own language of education in line
with the majority population. In addition, everyone have to learn Hindi
as a common language for all of India and English as the second common language. Minority groups still have some steps to go to achieve
their needs. The overall content of education still has its roots, to a
great extent, back in colonial times.

NGOs: From service providers to rights advocates
There has been a significant change since the NGOs engaged in education around 1850. Some argue that NGOs no longer have a role to play
in education; the responsibility should instead be with the government.
We believe that is not true: NGOs and, in this case, missionary societies
and their partner NGOs still have important work to do.
When the missionary societies first arrived – in many places
parallel to the colonial powers – they played very important roles in
the way they introduced education. Missionary societies also brought
with them their ideological background, offering all people equal
value irrespective of caste and ethnic background. They often became
representatives on behalf of ethnic minorities and vulnerable groups.
There are many such examples, like the Santalis in India, the minorities in Cameroon, etc.
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In India, missionary societies and other NGOs built schools that
opened up for private education parallel to the government system. As
time went by, the need for more extended educational systems developed. The government became the main actor in that process. The old
NGO schools often became a burden for the private sector, and many
of them had to close down. One main reason for this was the schools’
dependency on foreign funding and resources.
The change demanded a new form of response from the NGOs.
Today, one may say that there has been a change from service delivery
to a clearer rights-based approach to education, in line with internationally accepted human rights conventions. This new role of NGOs
and missionary societies is discussed in this chapter and in the various
presentations in this book. Instead of working with the heavy burden of
an overall responsibility for education, as was the case earlier in history,
the new approach involves a more time-limited input, with a rightsbased perspective that has given inspiration and brought in many
original ideas.

Sustainability and local ownership
Ensuring sustainability and local ownership of the work seem to be the
most important elements for NGO success in educational work. NGOs
have limited resources and are not able to take on large responsibilities. That is why education generally has to be organized and run as
governmental service delivery. Developing an activity without being
able to fulfill its intentions should be avoided. That is why education
should not depend on resources from outside but should be the duty of
governments. Not only is external funding detrimental to sustainability
and local ownership; it also paves the way for a kind of paternalism that
has been a driving force from the richer countries to introduce their experience within education. Paternalism is also a way of hindering local
thinking and decision-making.
For an activity to become sustainable, resources like organizational
capacity, sound leadership, and economic and personnel resources are
needed. In relation to education, therefore, long-term sustainability
is understood as the government’s ability to keep a balance between
activities and resources within a specific context. As resources available
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through NGOs are limited, it seems obvious, therefore, that NGO activities must be restricted both in time and size.
Local ownership seems to be the main element in building sustainability. One may point to several foundations for developing a quality
educational service. The challenge is to find ways for healthy cooperation between governments and the NGOs. The local civil society, consisting of parents’ groups and village leaders, is a third actor that is able
to give important input in developing quality education. To become
cooperating actors in education should be an important task for NGOs.
Far too often children are educated to become strangers in their
own societies. Specific needs of vulnerable groups are often overlooked.
Even with education, many struggle to find jobs. There is a need to
adapt the education to the requirements of the labor market. There is
always a need to know why education is necessary. With experience in
empowering local groups, NGOs have important tasks to achieve in
these situations:
•
•

Work with new pedagogical approaches.
Work with rights approaches for gradual changes to meet local
needs.

The foundation for local ownership and sustainability in education
comes out of joint efforts from several partners:
•
•

•

The government must take on the main responsibility.
Parents’ groups and village groups should be actively involved in the
decision-making processes, for example through traditional gover
ning systems.
Local NGOs could play an important role in advocating on behalf
of the rights-holders. NGOs are also able to take on efforts to make
education more adapted to local needs.

The right time for creating ownership of an idea seems to be the time
when the very first sharing of ideas takes place. Our experience shows
that once an educational program has begun, it will be very difficult to transfer ownership. The local organization representing the
civil society should be the originator of ideas they want to prioritize.
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Partnership with a foreign NGO may be one of the resources they can
count on. The quality of the partnership builds on the nature of the
relationship between the Norwegian and the local organization. There
are different kinds of relationships:
•
•

A paternalistic relationship where decisions are made in Norway and
the local NGO/Church is the recipient of resources.
A relationship where the partners have equal standing. Local responsibilities and management are strongly promoted, and the program/
local partner strives to achieve transparency, accountability, and
good management in all aspects.

Both types of relationships characterize Norwegian NGOs, but the latter
yields the best results.
There are numerous examples where projects are the brainchild of
a foreign representative, and therefore completely dependent on that
person. When that person is unable to continue his/her obligations, it
becomes disastrous for the project. Continuity is best achieved through
local ownership.

Cooperation with governments
The normal role of the government is to be responsible for the education of their citizens. In times of war or rehabilitation after disasters,
NGOs might play a stronger role and have a greater responsibility for
education. In DR Congo, the former president Mobuto Sese Seko tried
to impose a value-based educational system in line with his own ideas.
The system was laden with corruption, sexual exploitation, and oppression. Education became a part of the dysfunctional fabric of the country, which still struggles with these destructive values. Churches were
then requested to take greater part in the responsibility for education.
This is an exception where the NGOs had to join in with their value
base. We refer to the article written by Jørgen Hardang on the role of
the Church in education in the DR Congo in this volume.
Even if the government is supposed to take full responsibility for education, we see many areas where the government fails to reach their goals.
This often includes education for marginalized groups – such as people
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with disabilities, minorities, and indigenous peoples – that fall outside
the priorities of the government. These groups need special attention.
In many areas NGOs have been able to change educational systems
to include vulnerable groups. Member organizations in Digni show
several impressive results from such cooperation, relating to themes
such as inclusive education, working with rights and the environment,
and dialogue on ethical values, to mention but a few. Cooperation
with the government is often easier to achieve if it is founded on a
rights-based approach. The chapters in this book underline that some
prioritized inputs might lead to a renewed dignity in people through
applying a rights approach. Such an approach is often welcomed by the
government and in that way becomes sustainable.

Approaches leading to sustainable changes
It is important to raise the question of which approaches NGOs should
use in education. Local NGOs with extensive experience have competence on how civil society is organized and how to strengthen these
local organizations. NGOs also often have been a channel for the voices
of civil society to be heard. This happened in Norway when Hans Nilsen
Hauge and the labor movement worked for the rights of the poor and
those with no influence and voice in the society.
To a greater degree than before, NGOs have the opportunity to work
on behalf of rights-holders, to support their claim for a well-functioning educational system. Rights-holders are the poor and marginalized
groups. Duty-bearers are the governments. At a global level, duty-bearers also include the richer countries and institutions. Civil society
organizations ought to use the opportunity to become more visible on
the global scene.
In the presentation of prioritized approaches below, the cooperation
between churches and likeminded NGOs is defined as a specific strategy because they have a common ideological foundation. There are good
reasons to believe that this common ideological base constitutes a way
to achieve successful results. As can be observed from the examples
in this book, cooperation with governments is part of all the strategic
approaches presented. The six strategies delineated here are specific to
the educational work of missionary societies under the Digni umbrella.
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The chapters in this book include several kinds of presentations:
experiences from projects, theoretical input from various arenas that is
transferable to work within the NGO sector, results of thematic studies,
and methodical approaches developed within the projects.

Cooperation with churches and likeminded NGOs
There seems to be a clear advantage to establishing cooperation between organizations in the North and the South that share the same
value base. Initiating cooperation on equal ideological footing makes
it easier to agree on policy matters and develop a sound foundation
for good dialogue. Both churches and missionary societies believe that
human beings are created by God and therefore have the same value,
irrespective of ethnicity and social status. The common goal would be
to raise the dignity of all people.
Cooperation between Norwegian missionary societies and locally
established churches and NGOs builds on extensive experience. For different reasons, these church organizations and Norwegian NGOs have
also established separate NGOs working exclusively with development
projects on a common ideological foundation.
Digni members also cooperate with secular organizations established
on the basis of different intentions and visions. Some of these organizations work with rights approaches on behalf of minority groups.
While cooperation with churches and likeminded NGOs is a recurring theme throughout this volume, three articles deal specifically with
the subject:
1. Jørgen Hardang presents the role of CELPA (La Communauté des
Eglies Libres de Pentecôte en Afrique), the Pentecostal movement,
in DR Congo. Despite the war and a terrible economy, the CELPA
schools have experienced significant progress.
2. Jonathan Kaipay discusses partnership cooperation between Metho
dist churches in Liberia and Norway. In 2006, the United Methodist
Church of Liberia renewed a long-standing relationship with the
United Methodist Church of Norway. The aim was to collaborate and
work through a partnership for intervening in issues related to all
forms and manifestations of poverty.
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3. Finally, Poonam Paschal writes about the integrated efforts to empower a marginalized Hindu community in Pakistan by reference to
a common notion of dignity and human rights.

New pedagogical approaches
Improvement of the quality of education through new pedagogical
approaches is another important area where NGOs may play a crucial role. Curricula and pedagogy have often followed global priori
ties. Organizations in the civil society have a good opportunity as
they both know the reality and can initiate ideas for a change. To
challenge countrywide strategies on education is not an easy task for
smaller NGOs. But NGOs are stronger when they work together. There
are many examples of small organizations achieving policy changes
through networking with other actors.
Local populations often complain about educational methods and
medium of instruction. There is an ongoing international dialogue about
the content of education. Fighting global approaches to education may
seem impossible for small NGOs. Still, the fight for alternative educational approaches is alive. How can NGOs make any impact on change? There
is surely a need for teacher-training institutions, local schools, parents’
groups, and NGOs to join together and challenge the existing systems.
The following articles present some proposals for new pedagogical
approaches where NGOs could play important roles.
1. Anders Breidlid presents the example of Cuba where the government has bypassed international streamlining to create a sustainable system that has involved all streams of society.
2. Helen Eikeland writes about an experiment carried out in Nepal.
Here, an attempt has been made to develop an approach to the professional development of teachers that foregrounds the reality and
lived experience of the teachers.
3. Lene Vårum shows the case of a pedagogical improvement project
in a marginalized suburban area in Cochabamba, Bolivia.
4. Finally, Monika Tollefsen presents the Green Education Program –
ProVert, a program that works for environmental protection, education for all, and development in Madagascar.
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Vocational training
Because of the prioritization of education in general, and as the number of graduates from colleges increase, the need for more vocational
training has also grown. In remote villages and in central town areas
the demand for practical training to fill the need for professionalism in the job market has become strong. There are many examples
of how both NGOs and governments have tried to fill that need. In
Kenya the so-called village polytechnic schools were established.
Norwegian missionary societies have joined in and established vocational schools in many countries. One decisive challenge has been to
secure both professional teachers as well as financial resources for
such training.
The strategy, therefore, changed to focus on more informal training.
Informal training of many different kinds has become a central part
of almost every integrated approach. It is a part of almost all village
development programs.
The experiences of the Digni network point towards the same
strategies that have been used in other kinds of educational approaches. Governments or national institutions/organizations should own
vocational training institutions. There are some examples of how timelimited support from NGOs has become valuable to local vocational
training. In Kathmandu, the cooperation between Kathmandu University and HimalPartner has increased knowledge and capacity within
technical training. HimalPartner has been engaged in building technical competence since 1960. It started with a technical school in Butwal.
For many years the focus has been on hydropower development. The
cooperation with Kathmandu University was a natural continuation
of what had been done earlier. In that way HimalPartner – one of the
smaller missionary societies – has been able to have quite a big impact
on technical education in Nepal.
This volume contains three articles that present similar results:
1. Lars Olav Bøe underlines the need for vocational training that is
oriented towards the needs of the market.
2. Jacob Vea presents the impact of an agricultural school in Madagascar. The results of the teachings at Tombontsoa and the efforts in
the region’s extension services are significant.
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3. Kjell-Einar Barreth demonstrates the results of cooperation between
the NLA University College in Norway and the University of Sucre in
Bolivia in the implementation of four master’s programs in communication in Bolivia. The main idea of the master’s project was
to train highly skilled Bolivian professionals who would be able to
make favorable decisions for the development of the “new” Bolivia
in the various areas of communication.

A rights-based approach
The new strategy for NGOs has shifted towards a rights-based approach
to development. Working with minority groups, indigenous peoples,
and other vulnerable groups in society has become a priority. The cornerstone for this movement is the idea of raising human dignity for all
members of society.
Our experience shows that it is quite easy to see real ownership of ideas
when a rights-based approach is used. Service delivery projects often became a large burden to the local organizations. Great change also resulted
from the disappearance of colonial power structures. Before, the focus was
on the relationship between the donor and the recipient where the question of resources was central. The new focus is on the rights-holder and
the duty-bearer and has become an inspiration for cooperating partners.
Often vulnerable groups are left out of the educational system.
There could be many reasons for this, such as cultural attitudes against
vulnerable groups, lack of resources, and the low status of disabled
people in many societies. Governments might have limited motivation
or knowledge to improve the situation. Empowerment of rights-holders
is an important strategy for change.
There are several examples in which missionary societies have
achieved sustainable results by working with a rights-based approach.
This volume contains four articles on the subject:
1. Luu Ho Than Truc writes about how the Mission Alliance aims to
give disadvantaged people the opportunity to develop their abilities and resources through inclusive education in Vietnam. Target
groups are the poor, disabled, and marginalized, with a specific
focus on children and women.
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2. Terje Johnsen shows how the Norwegian Mission Society (NMS)
founded schools for deaf and blind children in Madagascar many
years ago, with the goal of providing the children a good education.
3. The Human Rights Education Institute of Burma is the leading
organization in the area of non-formal human rights education
in Burma. Equality Myanmar, the organization’s operating name
inside Burma, is an NGO that facilitates a broad range of human
rights education and advocacy programs. HREIB present their
methodology in the article “Participatory education in the context
of human rights in Burma”.
4. Finally, Silje Ødegård demonstrates how working with capacity and
competence building is a key to addressing the issue of children’s
dormitories in Mongolia.

Addressing the issue of gender inequality
The role of women in society varies across cultures. The road towards
women’s equality seems to be long in many societies. One might
imagine that churches would be among the most conservative elements in civil societies, being slow to change. Digni has been running
a program to sensitize churches and member organizations in Norway
on gender questions. The results of that process have been significant
(Heidi Holt Zachariassen 2012). Local partner churches welcomed the
process and initiated local programs for sensitization. In fact, the
more difficult part of the process occurred in some Norwegian member organizations.
When it comes to education, the work with gender is still a considerable challenge. The UNESCO report (2014) projects that by 2015,
only 84 out of 150 countries will have achieved gender parity in lower
secondary education, but 31 countries will still have severe gender
disparities. The challenge of gender equality is therefore still urgent.
Women every day around the world are treated as second-class citizens.
Women and men need to work together, to respect each other, and to
provide the same opportunities for all. Across the globe, we all need
to challenge the political, cultural, and religious power structures, as
well as our own attitudes, to ensure the end of discrimination. NGOs
present specific challenges within education. The gender question
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arises in most of the educational projects funded through Digni. The
availability of higher education for girls is having a strong impact on
efforts towards change in local societies.
Some chapters in this book point to the important role that NGOs
might play in changing gender attitudes in the educational sector:
1. Marianne Skjortnes and Heidi Holt Zachariassen discuss the participation of women in higher education in the Toliara region in
Madagascar.
2. Karen Korol shares some experiences from the Female Teacher
Education Program in Mazar-e-Sharif, Afghanistan.

The rights of indigenous peoples
Indigenous peoples (IP) are very often discriminated against due to
cultural distinctiveness. Often they face enormous challenges to being
included in political life, receiving an education, getting jobs, and
taking part in other aspects of normal life. Even some of those who are
supposed to help may be a part of the problem. Missionary societies
have worked with different approaches to empower indigenous peoples
since they started their work. Empowering the most vulnerable groups
and upholding their dignity have been important goals.
There are many countries, such as Pakistan, Bangladesh, and China,
where governments intentionally avoid offering rights to education
and dignity for vulnerable groups. One recent example relates to the
Bangladesh government’s handling of tribal groups in Chittagong Hill
Tracts and other places in Bangladesh. The Bangladesh government
even tried to undermine an agreement, which was ready to be signed in
the UN, between the government and the tribal population in the hills.
One argument used by the government was that these minorities had
no specific rights different from the Bengali population. This effort by
the government of Bangladesh failed.
One important strategy in the work with indigenous people has
been sensitizing traditional village groups to their rights and strengthening these groups to act on their own behalf in their fight for their
rights. Within the educational sector, bilingual mother tongue education has been a priority. Our member organizations cooperate with
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very marginalized groups in several countries. Digni has been through
a process that has brought several of these groups together for sharing
of experiences. There are many good examples of how local initiatives
have been able to lift up the dignity to these groups. Our finding is
that simply opening up the discussion of IP rights starts the process
of change in local villages. In one case, indigenous people took to bow
and arrow to chase away rich businesspersons who were exploiting
their traditional land! This occurrence was shown on the news, and the
government intervened and supported the IPs.
This book contains several examples of how member organizations have been successful in using mother tongue education to reach
such a goal:
1. Alvhild Vassel Eide presents the process of developing the written
mother tongue for the Pere people in Cameroon, and the revolutionary change that came with education in the mother tongue.
2. Rudolf Leif Larsen presents a program on education and indigenous
knowledge in Paraguay, where positive outcomes in the form of
more secure livelihoods, the provision of basic services, strengthening of local organizations, and even efforts at advocacy and legal
empowerment have been achieved.
3. Finally, Rafael M. Allaico writes about the work at the trilingual
school, Mushuk Kawsay, which was established to provide the indigenous population with an education that answered to their needs.
Poonam Paschal’s article about the Parkari Community Development
Project in this volume, although included in another section of this
book, also addresses the issue of indigenous people’s rights and bi
lingual education.
———
Providing education for all remains one of the most important tasks
for the global community. We hope that all the chapters in this book
will provide valuable input and insight into the shifts, challenges and
opportunities for NGOs to contribute towards the achievement of
that goal.
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Jørgen Hardang has been working as a teacher and school director
in Institut Bwindi high school in Bukavu, DR Congo. He has also been
the project coordinator for an educational project in Bukavu, run by the
Pentecostal churches. The program included several hundred schools in
the Kivu province.

A Few Glimpses from the
Struggle for Schools in the Congo
In the Congo, as elsewhere in Africa and Europe, it was the churches
that taught the people to read and write. One of the great and lasting
projects of the Christian churches in the Congo has been to educate
children. Wherever churches were planted, schools were also established. The children were educated, trained and enlightened. The goal
was to plant churches and build the country.
In the beginning this was often difficult. There was little understanding of what it meant to send children to school. Children played
an important role in daily life and work, which made it hard for people
to see the use of sending them to school. But as time went by, people
began to understand and to accept that the children, at least the boys,
could benefit from learning to read, write, and do arithmetic.
For those who were able to attend school, it was an eye-opener. Many
have described it as seeing the light for the first time. They had arrived
at a moment of enlightenment. Education also opened a door to a new
life. Opportunities opened up both in church and in society. When the
colonial authorities began to recruit for various government positions,
it was clear that those who had gone to school had an advantage. Education was the door to progression.
Although the churches initiated the work of education and were
the driving force behind it, the contributions of the colonial authorities were decisive in creating a system and structure of education. The
authorities in the Congo, Rwanda, and Burundi found it necessary to
ensure that the people working for them knew how to read and write.
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In the early days, the goal of the government was not education for the
masses, but the training of future civil servants, who would become an
elite class in the service of the colonial state. But as time went by, the
goal changed towards providing education for everyone.
Although the school as an institution came from Europe and the
United States, and even though it brought with it strong elements of
Western culture, the struggle for independence in the Congo was not a
fight against schools, but rather a fight to get more schools with a more
extensive curriculum. Significant resources were dedicated to building schools and to obtaining qualified teachers and administrators.
Most of the resources came from outside the country and were channeled through the United Nations, bilateral government support, and
non-governmental and church-related organizations. This system for
funding of construction of schools has characterized the situation in
the Congo and has remained relatively unchanged up to the present day.
During the country’s post-independence reconstruction phase, little
was done about the schools and the curriculum. The objectives and
values of the education system remained mostly unchanged. Schools
were largely run by the churches as before. And as with the colonial authorities, the new Congolese government asserted their authority and
controlled the schools.

Nationalism and education
The Congo has experienced various phases in its struggle against
imperialism, colonialism, oppression, and Western influence. Protests
against Belgian domination led to independence in 1960. After several
chaotic years, Mobutu Sese Seko seized power in 1965, and consolidated
his power by establishing a one-party state. A strong Congolese nationalist sentiment was used to mobilize the people and build up the apparatus of the new state’s power. “Authenticity” was the slogan that united
the people. Everything ought to be genuinely Congolese. This appeal
was emotionally powerful. Almost all the changes that were carried out
were oriented towards this nationalistic program.
Personal names were transformed. Soon everyone had to identify
themselves with “authentic” names, which were to be used instead of
European and Christian names. The name of the country was changed
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from the Congo to Zaire, because that sounded more authentic. Cities
like Leopoldville and Stanleyville were “zaïrenized” into Kinshasa and
Kisangani. Christian holidays were replaced with more authentic Congolese and African traditions.
Schools were also affected. They had become established as an important and indispensable part of society, and attacking them was unthinkable. But using them in a different way certainly was conceivable.
Schools could be used as effective agents in a nationalistic program
training the population to “think and behave correctly”.
The Christian, Western values that were the bedrock of the schools
were severely criticized. The problem of the schools, it was thought,
was that they were not reformed to impart authentic Congolese and
African values. As a result, reforms were imposed that affected the way
schools were organized and what they taught.
In 1975 Mobutu decided to zaïrenize – in other words, to nationalize – the schools. Within few days the churches lost almost all influence
over the institutions they had created and that had been considered their
privileged domain. The churches’ work with children and young people
was partially banned, and their influence on the education system was to
be eliminated completely. The state and the Party assumed the responsibility of raising and educating children and young people. The schools
were organized as the youth wing of the Party. No one could oppose the
Party. Everyone was automatically signed up as a member, and no one
was allowed to desert. The Party was well on the way to take full control
over the schools. Every day before class, the students were assembled to
learn Party mottos and sayings, in order to teach them to “think correctly”.
No one could receive education without swearing loyalty to the president,
le guide Mobutu. In this way, children were taught to lie.
Instead of Christianity a new subject was introduced; civism, a sort
of social ethics for the New Zaïre. Teaching was to be based primarily
on local African values. Before graduating, high school students had
to attend a course called “Bantu Philosophy”, which served, among
other ends, to strengthen the leadership philosophy used by Mobutu
to increase his personal powers. “The leader channels the life-forces of
society,” it was taught. In order to build a strong state it was essential
that the leader was admired and obeyed. In public speeches across the
country the president was always praised.
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Foreign principals who were still working at the schools were replaced with recently graduated Congolese teachers. These new principals lacked the moral and administrative authority possessed by the
ecclesiastical leadership. Instead, the new principals were under an
obligation to the new leaders of the Congolese state. Deference to the
authorities, and above all to the Party, was exercised through political rhetoric and adulation of leaders. The Christian vision and values
that the schools had built on were replaced by the visions and values
of the Party.
But morally the state was a paper tiger. Many of the new principals
and teachers felt they were now free to use the schools to serve their
own interests, including making money. As a result, many students had
to pay to enroll as well as to pass each year. School equipment could
be sold. Girls could pay with sex. The schools were on the way to being
transformed into market-places where services were exchanged. Work
discipline was weakened; results could be obtained by other means
than by hard work. Many were involved in one way or the other with
this “market model”, including supervising authorities. Nothing was
free, but a lot could be achieved through the exchange of services.

Renewed cooperation between church and state
After two years of this regime, the population was fed up. Parents
demanded that the former order in the schools should be restored.
Autocratic though he was, Mobutu had to give in. The solution was
a new agreement, la convention, between the state and the churches.
This did not mean going back to the old system. The schools would
continue to be state-owned and public, they were not privatized. But
the churches would take on a more central role and greater responsibility in the administration and management of the schools. For
example, the church would manage the schools it had previously run.
The churches could appoint teachers and principals. The state would
be responsible for establishing the curriculum, carrying out inspections and control, organizing exams, authorizing new schools, and
paying teachers. The teachers and other school personnel were to be
managed in accordance with state guidelines. They could not be fired
arbitrarily. However, grave violations of ethical standards, such as
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involvement in corruption or prostitution, could be sanctioned.
The schools that administratively were linked to the churches again,
were called écoles conventionnés, which roughly translates to “churchrun schools”. They are neither wholly privatized nor wholly nationalized
schools, rather they are managed in cooperation between the state and
the church. This means that the local initiatives, visions, and needs can
be activated and local communities share the responsibility for establishing and managing the schools. Within this framework, the same
opportunities and rights are also given to other denominations and
other religions, including Islam. In principle, the state is responsible
for establishing academic guidelines and paying teachers’ salaries and
benefits. In addition to these schools, there are also schools run directly
by the government – the so-called “official schools”.
Today more than 60% of elementary and high school students –
between five and six million elementary students and 1.5 million high
school students – attend schools run by Catholic or Protestant churches.
The numbers of Catholic and Protestant schools are roughly even. 20%
of the country’s schools are “official” (run directly by the government),
while the remaining 20% are run by a variety of other religious groups,
including Kimbanguists, Muslims, and others.

The complexities of reconstruction
After just two years under the direct control of the state, the schools
had collapsed physically, academically, and morally. Parents wanted
the trust in schools to be restored. In a world in which everything was
changing – and still is – schools have become islands of stability.
But reversing the negative development was not easy. Many of those
who had been responsible teachers and administrators before, no longer worked in the school system. It was impossible to replace everyone
who had abused their power and positions.
There was a shortage of qualified personnel and experienced principals. Above all, there was a lack of people who had a vision for the
purpose of running schools. This was particularly difficult in the high
schools. The situation was better in the elementary schools. They were
not so profoundly affected and the restoration process had been taking
place over a longer period.
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The problem was not just deficient visions and a lack of ideals and
goals. In many cases, the problems were the interests that dominated
the schools. There was a great interest in what advantages and privileges could be gained from power. A common motivation for becoming
the principal was “to have control of the funds”.
Corruption had saturated society at all levels. All power was to be converted into cash. A doorman would ask for money from those who wanted to enter the door he guarded. No one could get a permit for anything
without first bribing the person authorized to sign it or who had the official seals. The churches were also affected by corruption. Offices and jobs
could be difficult to obtain without first bribing the right contacts. The
churches themselves were in danger of becoming part of the problem.
The country had become a market-place. Everything was possible
to obtain for a price, and without paying it was difficult to survive. How
could the schools be an exception? Could the churches do something
to restore confidence in the schools? The restoration process was much
slower and more difficult to carry out than had been expected. Many
came to the conclusion that what had been destroyed in two years
would take thirty years to rebuild.

Institut Bwindi: Standing up against corruption
Despite the obstacles to restore the schools to their former state, some
churches and school leaders started the struggle. This happened,
among other places, at the Institut Bwindi high school in Bukavu, which
was associated with CELPA (La Communauté des Eglies Libres de Pente
côte en Afrique), the Pentecostal movement in Congo. The school had
received construction funds from Norad from 1969, and was later also
given aid to hire foreign teachers. The school faced the same challenges
as other schools controlled by the government, but the impact was perhaps less dramatic than at many other schools. The process of restoring
it to its previous standards turned out to be a difficult one. There were
some teachers who would negotiate with their students the price of receiving good marks or passing a test or a grade. An exhaustive review of
exams given in 1980 found that several had been falsified. Grades given
by three teachers were annulled, a situation which resulted in a revolt
by the teachers, who wrote a letter to the provincial governor accusing
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school administrators of mismanagement, favoritism, and other things,
and demanding an urgent investigation into what was going on. The
situation at the school was very tense.
The revolt was so strong that there was some uncertainty as to what
the authorities would do. Would the leaders of the school be fired?
Many teachers were sure they would. They had many good contacts in
the security services, which at the time were very powerful, and among
the provincial political leadership. After several tense weeks, a decision was made. The CELPA church had decided not to yield to threats.
Disciplinary measures were taken against all thirteen teachers who had
signed the letter of complaint. The authorities supported the decision.
It was clear that the case was about attempted corruption. In the end,
all the rebellious teachers were fired.
The struggle continued for some time afterwards. The following year
the school was attacked several times in attempts to disrupt teaching.
One time the attackers were armed with machetes and sticks. Another
time they threatened to solve their grievances with bloodshed. The
authorities supported the school by assigning plain-clothes guards and
uniformed military personnel.
The school leaders never considered backing down. The identity as
a serious institution dedicated to training and teaching was at stake
in the conflict. If the students were used to corruption in school, then
probably in the course of their lives they would view corruption as
normal behavior. This struggle raised people’s consciousness of what a
school should really be. It was clear that carrying out the objectives of a
school required effort and discipline.
Simply being called a school does not make a school a good one. A
school can be a very effective tool for education and training for building a society. But schools can also be negative, destructive tools. This
struggle sparked an expression: “The most effective way to destroy a
country is to destroy its children in school.”
Once tempers cooled, the teachers, students, and others understood
that it was useless to act dishonestly. The parents were also pleased that
their children’s success in school did not depend on their ability to pay.
These events did not cause any reduction in the number of applications
for enrollment at the school; on the contrary, the number of parents
wanting to enroll their children increased.

A Few Glimpses from the Struggle for Schools in the Congo

37

After almost thirty-five years, the school has maintained its reputation due to its professionalism, discipline, and respect for moral values.
Very few people associated with the school, if any, cheat. The school is
respected for what it represents. There is no shortage of students who
seek to study there.
A high percentage of the students attending the high school have
gone on to achieve higher education. Many have obtained high posi
tions in society entailing significant responsibilities. Not all have
succeeded, and not everybody has been able to avoid corruption in a
society where it is endemic; but many say they are going against the
tide to work for a more just society.

Schools struggling under difficult circumstances
Corruption is one of the many problems the schools had to overcome
in order to become good schools again. Other problems they dealt with
included prostitution, tribalism, lack of discipline, and many educational challenges.
Moreover, external conditions were even less favorable. The economy went downhill. The real value of salaries decreased year after year.
Payments came later and later. It became very difficult for school personnel to sustain themselves on their salaries; many had to seek other
jobs and income sources.
At the same time, the teachers’ status in society plummeted. Those
who had means and ambitions did not return to work in the schools.
Many teachers left for neighboring countries Rwanda and Burundi,
where salaries were significantly higher. Others turned to mining for
gold and minerals. Almost anything was better than being a teacher.
The positions were filled however, but often by individuals with very
little competence.
Due to the war and uprisings the State support diminished and
ceased completely. Instead, parents had to contribute to keep the
schools running. This support ranged from in-kind contributions in
remote rural villages to cash payments in the cities. Many schools used
a sliding scale based on parents’ economic capacity. Both government
and church-run schools took in contributions from parents.
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At times war made it impossible to run schools. Soldiers would
occupy the schools and burn the furniture as fuel for cooking. Offices
were ransacked, files destroyed. In many areas the populations of whole
villages had to flee to other areas, sometimes on multiple occasions.
Others hid out in the woods for months at a time.
In many cities it was difficult to keep the schools working and the
number of students decreased. Nevertheless, some schools experienced
growth despite the war. This was especially true in areas where the
churches managed to keep their organizational structure reasonably intact and where they maintained positive contact with the local population. When the most intense phase of the war subsided, one of the first
things to do in many villages was getting the schools running again.
Many cities motivated their residents to help repair damaged schools,
or build new ones where necessary.
There is a saying that those who are concerned about the future
should take care of their children and young people. Many churches in
the Congo do this. CELPA, a church partner of The Pentecostal Foreign
Mission of Norway (PYM), is one of them. Despite all the obstacles,
CELPA is deeply involved in efforts to provide education to children
and young people. Despite the war and a terrible economy, the CELPA
schools have experienced significant progress.
Despite grave difficulties the Congolese government has also made
efforts to keep its school system running. The current administration’s
effort has been more determined. For example, a program has been
launched to build 1,000 elementary schools – 100 in each province. The
first of these schools have already been inaugurated.
In a society that has more or less disintegrated over the course of
several decades, it is important that schools do not become part of
this sad trend, but rather become a force to counter it. Despite competing interests and disagreement on many topics, there is widespread
agreement in Congolese society that schools, if they are managed well,
can make a unique contribution to personal and intellectual growth, integrity, and respect for all regardless of their backgrounds and abilities.
This recognition has sprung up through the experience of the dramatic
history of the Congo in the last fifty years.

Jonathan L. Kaipay holds a Bachelors of Business Administration in
Accounting from the United Methodist University. He is the International Director of the Methodist Church Regional Center of West Africa,
overseeing development projects in Sierra Leone and Liberia.

Intervention in the Educational
Sector in Liberia: The United
Methodist Church and its Partners
In 2006, the United Methodist Church of Liberia renewed a long-standing relationship with the United Methodist Church of Norway. The aim
was to collaborate and work through a partnership for intervening in
issues related to all forms and manifestations of poverty. The focus included education, health, agriculture, empowerment, economics, and
rights. The concept of “Partnership in Development” (PID) was envisaged as the bedrock for intervening to alleviate poverty. The concept,
which by now has proven to be very successful in its implementation,
focuses on development based on the aspiration of the beneficiaries as
active participants and decision-makers in terms of their felt needs and
priorities. This unique approach to partnership, whereby community
ownership is accentuated has strengthened the long-run sustainability
of the project. Hence, PID remains a core basis around which development intervention is thriving in Liberia.

The project
The approach to education in Liberia is carried out under two basic
components of our project profile. Under the Community Development
Program portfolio, the education intervention is restricted to three
basic areas: namely, community mobilization, school construction,
and furniture provision. Under the Community Integrated Education
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Program portfolio, the education intervention is more comprehensive,
involving community mobilization, the construction of school and
teachers’ quarters, cultivating agricultural farms for school sustainability, teacher and student training, training for adults working with
schools, and specialized advocacy for women, including awareness of
health and hygiene. In both intervention portfolios, efforts have been
made to extend educational opportunities to the most disadvantaged
communities, where for many years children have been denied access
to quality education.
According to the partnership concept that guides our engagement
with the communities, school needs are communicated by the people
themselves. During assessment meetings, several priorities are outlined
and, through an exhaustive process of democratic participation. Often,
education is singled out as the primary need. However, other priorities,
such as clinics, farms, community shops, etc., are given equal attention,
based on the prevailing circumstances. When the decision is made,
communities are then mobilized to play specific roles as per their
commitment. This may include provision of land or mobilizing sand,
rocks, sticks, and other local resources. The community also commits
to providing an accountable leadership, called the Local Project Committee (LPC), for project implementation. The LPC is very instrumental
in facilitating local community involvement and contributions towards
the project. To a greater extent, the community provides regular project
supervision over contractors, laborers, professionals, and other stakeholder in project implementation. The community, in many instances,
provides facilities for storage, lodging for professional, non-residential
contractors and food during community work.
To ensure that these commitments are kept, the project provides an
official Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) that legally binds each
party to honor their respective obligations in executing the approved
project. The MOU is signed by leaders of both parties and attested to by
the head of the church, on the one hand, and the local leader or town
chief on the other.
However, and despite all the protocols for ensuring mutual partici
pation, experience has shown that some communities usually renege
on their responsibilities, which creates delays in project timelines or, to
some grave extent, leads to the project’s termination. A lot of factors
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come to bear in most of these circumstances, including local politics,
job opportunities that take the working men away from the communities, lack of local resources, lack of local leadership to ensure community compliance, and many more.
Yet, in each case of delays or where commitments were broken, our
success was guaranteed by an accompanying strategic intervention for
dealing with each case. One example is with a community in Nimba, in
Northern Liberia, where for more than three weeks the men refused
to carry dirt bricks to the project site for constructing the walls of the
school building. Their action definitely caused a lot of anxiety as the
project was practically halted and the workers had nothing to do. The
traditional authorities were quickly informed about the situation. The
chief priest only asked for calm and promised that in less than twenty-
four hours all the bricks would be at the site, something that would
have taken the men at least four days to do. His promise was accepted
with some reluctance. By nightfall, no work had been done, thereby
exacerbating our fears that the old man had “psychologized” us into silence. But by early dawn the next day, around four a.m., strange sounds
of rushing feet were heard along the village pathways. There was an
air of unexplained unease among us in the hut where we were lodged,
as we wondered what was going on outside. But we kept composed,
waiting for the break of day. When we came out of our huts very early
the morning, we were amazed to see the tons of dirt bricks piled up
on the worksite. Surprised but grateful, we sought the chief to express
our gratitude. His only comment to us was that tradition is sometimes
important when other approaches fail. There were no additional work
delays, at least until the school’s dedication. While there were countless
experiences that stood as stumbling blocks for getting the much needed help from the people, at each turn a new intervention strategy was
quickly identified for dealing with such resistance or refusal of some
beneficiaries to honor their obligations.

Education in Liberia 2003–2013
Liberia, by 2003, was described as a failed state, meaning that everything, including access to education, had grounded to a halt. In fact,
the educational sector was one of the areas most affected by the war.
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Many of the existing structures and facilities, already in short supply
and of sub-standard conditions were destroyed or abandoned. The nation lost most of her qualified teachers to neighboring countries or to
death. The system broke down, and merit and moral standards disappeared. Teacher training institutes were looted and destroyed. The woes
for education were indescribable.
Fast forwarding to 2013, education recovery remains as one of
Liberia’s greatest post-conflict challenges. The statistics still show a
very gloomy picture, begging for massive investment and collective
intervention. In spite of all the improvements and interventions since
the war’s ended, there is a great and dire need in every area of the
educational sector, from physical structures to teacher training and
provision of skills to students. Indeed, there are still many communities and children without access to quality education. There are many
make-shift public schools that have huge enrollments but lack qualified teachers. The school census of 2012 revealed that “many schools
are housed in buildings that are arguably inappropriate for schooling”
(Ministry of Education, 2012, pg xiii). Many teachers are still working
on a voluntary basis for months and even years. The lack of skills and
professional know-how means that many schools are without any form
of supervision from adults or the Parent–Teacher Association. There
are many communities in rural Liberia where basic lodging facilities
are not available to house qualified teachers, who are already in short
supply. The educational standard is still low with Liberian students
bearing the brunt of the problem as evidenced by terrible performances
on Regional Exams.
Girls’ enrollment remains a challenge, although it has been on the
rise, struggling to hit the fifty per cent mark by 2012. But the challenges
haunting the girls are especially prevalent in rural settings. Girls are still
hamstrung by traditional practices, teenage pregnancy, rape, domestic
labor, and the like. The areas of school sustainability, extra-curricular
development, school health, etc., leave much to be desired in our nation’s daunting transitional trek from war to peace and development.
Since the nation’s inception, Liberia’s educational program has been
hinged on a unique public–private partnership. The church and other religious and non-religious institutions have played complementary roles
in providing quality education for the people. By 2012, public schools
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accounted for 53%, while private, mission, and community schools accounted for the rest with regards to the educational structures available
around the country. This means that education for Liberia will remain
hugely dependent on non-government actors for a long time to come.
Therefore, improvements in education will depend on sustained, pro
active engagement with stakeholders involved in the sector.

Partnership in Development
Accordingly, the United Methodist Church remains committed to
playing a more proactive role in delivering equality education in Liberia, not only to members of the Christian faith but also to all those in
need. In fact, as part of our core values for development intervention
in the area of education, all schools built with funds from partners
and Digni are built for the community, with ownership by the community and the government. This strategy is important for preventing
discrimination and prejudices along the lines of religious persuasion,
sex, creed, or tribal affiliation. From the onset, the project has been
clearly opened to all community members, with rigorous processes
to explain its people-friendly policies as a benefit for all. On the basis
of faith and love for God’s people, the intervention has the people
in mind when approaching development. The project seeks out the
greatest need as a prerequisite for intervention, but also requires a
community ready for the task in terms of their contribution to and
readiness for the project. The project connects with the local authority as a strong partner in the implementation process. It also provides
a great opportunity for the government’s full involvement in completing this tripartite partnership, whereby schooling is operationalized
and sustained over the long run. When all these factor come together,
it is almost certain that the communities will be able to secure access
to quality education for their children.
There are many experiences to be gained when using the PID concept to provide educational relief for the people of Liberia. First, it is a
great model for development intervention, where the beneficiaries determine their destiny through available help from outside. It has proven
disastrous when development partners decide community priorities
without consulting the community itself.
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Second, one must be guided against sentiments in instances where
people are prepared to make heart-warming and overwhelming commitments about what they, as a community, are prepared to do and
will do if the project is awarded to them. There must be demonstrable
evidence of, for example, local materials like sand and rocks, good community spirit, local leadership with strong control, and government
commitment to take over project upon completion, before proceeding
with any form of concrete intervention. It is important that projects
are implemented with respect to traditions and cultures, as they might
help or hurt the project. Similarly, the process of accountability is essential in community work. All the basic instruments must be put into
place to guide against theft and other forms of corruption. From our
experience, accountability is a partnership process in which both parties have strategic roles to play in documenting and managing resource
uses. To this end, there are rigorous routines involving bookkeeping
and supervising records on a regular basis, both in the field and in the
office. There are also annual audits and international evaluations. At
the local level, the project, too, has its own checks and balances for
cash management and controls. The non-financial resources likewise
are subject to regular checks and monitoring for proper accountability.
It is in this sphere of confidence building and financial accountability
that success for project completion is assured and carried out with
minimum margins of corruption.
As stated earlier, our project sets out on the basis of not just encouraging but ensuring that the local communities own all development
interventions carried out in their areas. The decision is theirs to determine what the priorities are. They provide the land and labor in the implementation process, and also provide local resources and some form
of manual transportation for areas not accessible by cars. They make
available the forests from where the timbers are produced for construction and furniture. They also provide credible leadership for project activities, as well as monitor and evaluate during project implementation.
In the community mobilization and preparatory efforts, the community
members are prepared and empowered to take over projects as their
own endeavors.
At the same time, the government has a major role to play in ownership and sustainability, especially as it relates to educational issues.
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The early stages, where schools, teachers’ quarters, farms, and furniture are built, are in some instances just a small part of the educational
cycle. At the point of completion, the school will need operational funding and salary for teachers especially that primary education is free of
charge. Paying teachers, along with covering the costs of regular school
maintenance, is a major part in the cycle of delivering quality education. It is this area of intervention that makes the government very
relevant in the partnership. Hence, the process of intervention from
the onset has a real government presence and participation, even after
dedication and turnover. In fact, the strategy is that the school is for
the community, owned by the government, and built through a donorcommunity partnership. Consequently, sustainability is guaranteed at
turnover and local ownership is enhanced.
There are many approaches for development intervention as per our
project profile. One of the most effective ways that has been adopted is
the rights-based approach. Under this approach, education is provided
on the basis of the right-holders’ entitlement to basic social services
and the process through which they can push the duty-bearers to provide those entitlements. As we focus on education, which has emerged
as a top priority for the communities, a process of empowerment and
advocacy is set in motion, where community members are made aware
of their rights and provided opportunities to gain the respective skills
for accessing entitlements. In line with our intent, and through the
process of partnership, we also engage the government and other state
actors on the basis of ensuring that they fulfill their duties and responsibilities to the people, especially that an external institution like ours
is providing a big chunk of resources to deal with the education challenge. By bringing the different stakeholders together around the issue
of rights and responsibilities, results are guaranteed and solutions are
found for many social problems faced by the communities.
It is important to mention, however, that specific efforts are made
for dealing with other critical issues with regards to female rights and
child rights. Many communities in rural Liberia remain challenged
with issues of rights for girls. There is the traditional factor that compels girls into arranged marriages, even at young ages. They sometimes
become victimized through non-consenting sexual relationships, either
pressured by economic factors or by parental influence. Girls are also
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victims of all kinds of violence – sexual, physical, and psychological.
The school environment has indeed become a battle ground for saving
girls. Many are sexually preyed on by male teachers, thus pushing the
girls to drop out from school. The male students too are amongst the
hunters, depriving girls of basic education by making huge demands
for unprotected sex. It is in this kind of hostile environment that intentional efforts are made to protect the girls and ensure that girls prioritize studying and staying in school.
Child abuse in general remains another grave area for unreserved
intervention. There are daily issues of child abuse in many communities in Liberia, including child labor and physical abuse or battering
from adult members of the communities. Rights to education, good
health, and safe drinking water are all areas we continue to tackle and
advocate for in the interest of the children within our project communities. This is carried out through advocacy, awareness, and training.
We are well placed to remain engaged with other organizations and
groups in various areas of development. As a matter of fact, we have already collaborated with several institutions along the lines of providing
basic social services for Liberians. Additionally, we are a strategic partner with government in the area of community development. The government institutions in health and education have remained significant
partners on issues of health and education, not only at the national level,
but also at the local level. Recently, a local NGO called Healthy Nations,
which has been working with prevention and health education, partnered with our organization to intervene in student health by conducting a comprehensive health check on all students within the schools
where we operate. The data has been helpful towards identifying the
health needs of students and recommending possible treatment. There
are also strategic departments within the Ministry of Education, like
the Department on PTA, School, and Health that have also partnered
with our organization to reach out to students and communities. This
illustrates the flexibility of our systems, as we engage partners across the
spectrum to collectively intervene to deal with poverty.
The entire process of addressing basic social services and issues of
poverty remain a daily challenge for institutions of faith, especially in a
country like Liberia, where poverty and diseases are a daily experience
for many people. We have a moral duty to the people, not only based
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on our faith but also on our calling to reach out to those in need. As
a faith-based institution, diaconal service allows us to concretize our
faith to a community of struggle, depression, and poverty. It bridges
the gap where the government fails to respond to the people’s needs.
With a long history of neglect and struggle for survival, abandoned by
the people who hold the power entrusted to them by their subjects, the
church must stand up to the task and share God’s blessing; the church
must not see itself as merely providing a service, but that service
remains an integral part of all that the church will do in obedience
to God’s word. Statistics show that Liberia is a country heavily dependent on both state and non-state actors for outsourcing services to the
people in almost all social service areas, including education, health,
agriculture, and empowerment. The church, as a non-state actor,
provides a huge volume of health-care services, education at all levels,
rights-based interventions, and even employment. These are essential
services that keep the nation on course and substantiate the church’s
diaconal work for the people.

Poonam PascHal was born in the remote desert area of Nagarparkar in
Southeast Pakistan. He received education through the benevolence of a
Catholic priest, as one of the first of the Parkari caste. Paschal is now the
Executive Director of the Parkari Community Development Programme.

Restoring the Dignity of
Marginalized Communities:
The Parkari Community
Development Programme
I have a strong personal motive for being involved in promoting sustainable and holistic community-based development among the Parkari community, located in lower Sindh province of Pakistan. I myself
am a Parkari. I come from a small remote village in the desert. I have
had first-hand experience with illiteracy, poverty, and hunger, which
gives me a natural empathy with those I seek to serve. I also have had
the privilege of being assisted in my time of need, which has enabled
me to become the man I am today, and which challenges and inspires
me to help and support others in their time of need.

A local initiative
Education is a part of an integrated approach to give the Parkari people
higher self-esteem. The specific program activities are based on feedback from an extensive questionnaire, used in all villages where we work,
where members of each community are asked about their problems,
their attitudes, and their felt needs.
Since the Parkari Community Development Programme’s (PCDP)
staff members are also members of the Parkari community, we have to
use a strategy that is firmly based on Parkari community values if we
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PCDP Head Office Nagarparkar

PCDP Head Office Mirpurkhas

PCDP’s working areas

Sindh Province,
Pakistan

are to achieve sustainable and holistic community-based development.
Outside agents of change may fail to understand community values or
deliberately choose to ignore them, for better or for worse. But inside
agents of change have no excuse for ignorance, and they must be model
members of the community. This requires building and sustaining
strong, positive relationships with the community at all levels.
The PCDP’s strategy for community ownership and sustainability
is called the Community Development Network (CDN). The CDN is a
structured network for discussion and decision-making. It includes
women and allows for local and regional decision-making, potentially
including the whole Parkari community.
The CDN builds on traditional values of unity and consultation and
on the traditional structures of village headman and the panchayat (an
all-male, village advisory committee). The network not only strengthens those traditional values but also develops those traditional structures to be more inclusive and more extensive.
Each village in the CDN has a men’s village committee of twelve
members whose chairman is the village headman. However, there
is also a women’s village committee that meets separately and independently. This committee, via the chairlady, communicates their problems, opinions, ideas, and decisions to the men’s village committee.
Groups of five villages are arranged into a unit, which has its own
unit level committee consisting of the chairman and one other representative of the men’s village committee from each village in the unit.
Every five units are arranged into a cluster, and again each cluster has
its own committee consisting of the chairman and one other representative of each unit level committee in the cluster. The chairman of each
cluster functions as the PCDP animator who works with that cluster.
Finally, all animators meet with me, the PCDP Director, each month as
a zonal level committee, where I serve as the chairman. This structure
provides input from the grassroots level to the PCDP, and channels
information from the PCDP down to every single village in the CDN.
As well as facilitating communication, the CDN structure provides for
committees at the village, unit, cluster, and zonal levels, which are able
to handle issues affecting the community at each level.
Building a CDN is a strategy that allows the PCDP to maintain
relationships, build unity, strengthen ownership, facilitate community
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decision-making, and promote sustainability. This strategy is funda
mental to the PCDP’s work and is the framework within which all
PCDP’s activities are planned and carried out.

Working with rights and education
Human and civil rights
For centuries the Parkari community has been oppressed and deprived
of human and civil rights, by both religious and social power structures. The majority of Parkaris are Hindus, but they are regarded as
outcastes by the Brahman priestly caste, fit only to labor for the higher
castes and unworthy of being educated or even hearing the reading of
Hindu scriptures.
As a result of their low religious status, Parkaris have been deprived
of access to education, health facilities, job opportunities, human rights,
and the freedom to choose who to vote for. Even in the largely Muslim
environment where they now live, the privileged classes continue to
treat the Parkari as mere servants. If Parkari livestock is stolen, if our
daughters are kidnapped or raped, if we are mistreated in any way, we
have little recourse for justice – the safest thing is to just keep quiet and
try to avoid even more trouble.
The combination of low religious status and low social status has
resulted in low economic status. 99% of Parkaris are subsistence
farmers and livestock keepers. Few in the community have other skills
that would enable them to gain economic stability. Those living in the
desert areas eke out an existence if the monsoon rains are good, but
if not – as in most years – they migrate on foot with their families and
livestock to seek temporary work in the irrigated areas. Those living in
the irrigated areas are mostly landless farm laborer or sharecroppers
with no rights of tenure, doing all the farm labor by hand, yet earning
only a half or a quarter of the crop. They are often cheated of their
rights, being driven from their villages by the landowner just before
the harvest or being given less than their rightful share. In some cases,
the landowner claims a loss on the crop and gives nothing to those
who worked the land. The latest form of injustice is that a landlord will
no longer take on sharecroppers unless they farm part of his land for
free – without any pay and without any share of the crop. If they refuse,
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the landowner will simply take on other sharecroppers who are so desperate that they have no other option.
The PCDP’s Advocacy and Awareness Department actively promotes awareness of and access to human and civil rights in the
community. The CDN provides a structure through which the PCDP’s
animators are able to both educate people about their rights and
take practical steps to access those rights by helping adults obtain
their national identity cards and register as voters. In addition, the
women’s village committees provide a forum for women to be actively
involved in community development, thus fostering gender equality
within the community.
The PCDP’s adult education syllabus is rights-based and addresses a
range of issues relevant to the community, with reading and discussion
questions for encouraging participatory problem solving. By encouraging girls and women to attend school and adult education classes and
by ensuring that the curriculum materials show gender balance, the
PCDP’s Multilingual Education (MLE) program actively promotes equal
rights for women. Likewise, the story track for children specifically
includes positive role models of women in the community. Similarly,
training women in midwifery, basic health, handicrafts, and tailoring
demonstrates that women can have professional and business roles
within the community.
Such activities have led to a change in mentality among the Parkari
community. Until recently, Parkaris in the desert used to be regularly
harassed by the local police force or the army. For example, members
of the army or police sometimes march up to villagers and demand a
chicken or a goat. Although they have no right to make such demands
from any citizens, illiterate Parkaris, unaware of their human and
civil rights and fearful of offending anyone in authority, would simply
give them what they demanded. In this way the government forces,
employed for protecting all citizens, defraud the Parkari of the little
livelihood they possess.
Since the PCDP has opened community-run schools in the desert, people’s sense of dignity has changed. Although they may still be
illiterate themselves, their children are becoming literate and seeing
themselves as part of a literate community, with rights like anyone else.
They no longer bow meekly to the illegitimate demands of the police or
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army, but claim their rights to own property and be free from oppression. Education is changing the sense of dignity, not just for those who
are literate but for the whole Parkari community.
Until recently, Parkari women were expected simply to manage the
home and were not included in discussing village issues. They would be
seated at the back during communal meetings or events. Now women
are earning incomes for themselves and their families through newly
acquired skills. They are actively involved in discussing and promoting
education and development. They are seated parallel to men at public
meetings rather than behind them, and they are frequently up at the
front at community events, addressing the gathering of men, women,
and children. There are significant social changes happening through
the PCDP’s work.
Education
Before the year 2000 there were no schools teaching Parkari children in
their own Parkari language. To get an education, Parkari children had to
travel to another village, study in a foreign language, and be taught by
an unknown male teacher of a different ethnic group and religion. Very
few parents would risk sending their girls into such an environment.
If Parkari boys attended school, they would not be allowed to drink
water from the school’s water pot. Since they would not be able to understand the teacher, the students could not do what they were told or
answer the teacher’s questions, so they would be beaten and told they
were stupid. Not surprisingly many boys dropped out of school within
the first few months. Those that didn’t drop out were often held back in
the same class for several years until they began to understand Sindhi,
the local language of education.
In 2000 the PCDP started a pilot project with five schools. The twoyear curriculum was designed to prepare children for entry into Sindhi
medium government schools. For eighteen months the classes focused
on developing the children’s skills in Parkari, including comprehension,
speaking, reading, and writing, as well as numeracy and other subjects. In
addition to improving their mother tongue skills, the final six months included training in understanding, speaking, reading, and writing Sindhi.
The initial plan was that once the two years of school had ended, the
students would take the government exam for Sindhi medium year one,
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and then transfer to the nearest Sindhi medium government school for
the rest of their primary education. However, since these children did
so well compared to those in government schools, the parents asked
the PCDP to keep the schools running right through first to fifth grade,
so that the progress the children had made would not be lost.
Now the PCDP helps to manage thirty-two primary schools, thirtyeight self-help primary schools (owned and run by the village with
some minor support from the outside), three middle schools, one
secondary school hostel, and also thirty-seven adult education classes
(five for women and thirty-two for men). All these schools provide a
multilingual education, starting with mother tongue.
The keys to the PCDP’s success in education include:
•

•

•

•

An MLE approach, starting with Parkari as mother tongue: Primary
schools and adult education classes begin with orality, literacy, and
numeracy in Parkari: These skills are then transferred to acquire
the provincial language, the national language, and finally English.
Since most Parkari children and women are monolingual, the MLE
approach ensures that they are not disadvantaged. Worldwide research, and the PCDP’s own experience, proves that children with a
strong foundation in mother tongue literacy are more successful in
the second language, versus those peers who begin their education
in the second language.
Graded culturally appropriate materials, written and illustrated by
Parkaris, based on culturally appropriate themes so that they are
accessible and relevant: For adults, the topics are based on issues of
human rights and include discussion questions to help the community address these issues.
Multi-strategy method, with a workbook track and a story track: The
workbook track teaches the practical skills of reading and writing.
The story track shows that reading is interesting and fun. This
multi-strategy method makes education exciting and relevant and
has a significant effect on successful learning.
Ongoing teacher training: The PCDP provides initial teacher training through in-service training and refresher courses for teachers.
All training is carried out in the Parkari language and specific for the
curriculum materials used in the PCDP schools.
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•

•

•

Mentoring and supervision: The PCDP trains a teacher and an assistant teacher for each class. The assistant teacher is mentored by the
teacher and gains experience before being trained and appointed as
a teacher. The PCDP also provides trained supervisors who visit each
school to observe the teacher and give encouragement, feedback,
and on-site training, as well as to check with the village committees
concerning any school issues.
Developing individual potential: The PCDP’s educational system
gives opportunities for ongoing development of teaching skills and
responsibilities. Individuals are encouraged to develop from assistant teacher to teacher, from teacher to supervisor, and from supervisor to teacher trainer. The motivation for this development does
not dwell on better wages or higher status, but on the best use of
one’s God-given talents for the good of the community.
Visible success: Once Parkari children in MLE schools began to succeed in both mother tongue and Sindhi literacy, parents, neighbors,
and onlookers had visible proof that MLE is worthwhile and Parkaris
could succeed in education. And success breeds success! Although at
first we had to work hard to persuade people of the benefits of MLE,
now people come to us asking for help with starting an MLE program
in their village. This community demand led to the establishment of
the self-help schools mentioned above.

Now, after thirteen years of running an educational program, the
PCDP is beginning to see students who started in Parkari MLE schools
themselves becoming teachers in MLE schools or in adult education.
For example, the first two girls to complete MLE primary and begin
secondary education are now both teachers in their community. The
wheel has gone full circle.
Opportunities to influence official policy
The PCDP has worked with the regional government’s education department in registering some twenty village MLE primary schools and
three middle schools, in being monitored, and in taking the government’s end-of-year examinations. Although the national government
has no policy for mother tongue education below the level of provincial
language, the effectiveness of the PCDP’s educational system has been
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noticed by the provincial government’s deputy director of education
for private schools and institutions, who has been in charge of monitoring PCDP-registered schools. He has personally visited many of the
desert schools, and has said to PCDP staff that out of the 1,000 private
schools in his area, the PCDP’s community-based schools are unique.
Although the school buildings are traditional mud huts with thatched
roofs, the MLE education provided is exceptional. He has recently been
promoted to director and has asked the PCDP to provide a five-minute
presentation of PCDP’s MLE program for him to show to the secretary
of education and the minister of education of the province.
Thus far the PCDP’s MLE program has had no clear effect on government policy. Nevertheless, because of its enormous success, even in a
challenging environment, it has brought the issue of MLE for minority
communities to the attention of the provincial government’s education
department.

Experience that can be of use for other NGOs
Local ownership and sustainability
The sustainability of community-based development is impossible
without genuine local ownership. There are five principles of sustainability which must be adequately addressed if development is to be
locally owned and sustainable. These are vision, relationships, skills,
organization, and finance. The comments below summarize our own
experiences in the PCDP and reflect our views on best practices for promoting ownership and sustainability.
•

•

Vision. The PCDP’s vision statement is as follows: “To see an empowered Parkari community: literate, healthy, self-reliant, socially integrated, and free from socio-economic oppression.” As we have shared
this vision with the community, we have sought collaborative solutions to the problems faced by the community as ways of establishing
an environment in which this vision can grow into fulfillment.
Relationships. As an NGO whose members belong to the community we serve, we have the benefit of pre-existing social and family
relationships in the community. By expanding our contacts to new
villages, with PCDP staff members of the different clans making
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•

•

initial contacts with villages of their own clan, we have strengthened
and expanded our existing relationships with the community. The
PCDP partners with other organizations such as SIL (Summer Institute of Linguistics) for linguistic, literacy, and translation consultants), IAL (Institute of Applied Linguistics) for linguistic training,
the SLDP (Sindh Literacy and Development Program) network of
local language development NGOs for joint training, other NGOs for
joint events, the provincial government’s education department for
school registration and government exams, and various funders (see
section on finances below).
Skills. The PCDP provides ongoing staff development, including
training in human rights, anticorruption, English, and computer
skills. If we cannot find people from within the community who
have the necessary skills for a specific role, rather than simply
employing qualified outsiders, the PCDP, whenever possible, identifies community members with vision and potential and then trains
them in the skills they need for that specific role. In some departments, i.e. finance, management, and advocacy and awareness, the
PCDP was initially unable to identify any community members with
a clear potential for the necessary roles. So, we employed qualified
staff from outside the Parkari community, with the view of having
them train community members to take over that role as soon as
suitable candidates were found. Currently, only the finance department relies on non-Parkari staff, as no community member has yet
been identified with the necessary training or potential in accountancy to take on this huge responsibility.
The PCDP also provides training in relevant skills in the community, including sewing and tailoring (for men, women, and children),
village committee management and teacher training (for men and
women), veterinary training (for men), midwifery, basic health, and
handicraft training (for women).
Organization. The PCDP is officially registered with the government
as an NGO, with the PCDP board as the governing body. The PCDP’s
organizational structure includes an executive director, a management committee, and separate departments, each with its own
area of focus and own department head. This structure enables us
to maintain attention on specific activities while at the same time
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•

having an overall holistic approach. We have also adapted to the
organizational requirements of funders, by planning and charting
activities, writing project proposals, making budgets, maintaining
records, and reporting regularly to funders in accordance with the
rights-based management approach.
The PCDP likewise works with the community to strengthen
and expand the pre-existing cultural structures of village headman and village advisory committees (panchayat). Efforts too are
focused on building and developing a CDN, with both male and
female inputs at the village level, and with local, regional, and zonal
representation. This CDN structure facilitates communication, contact, decision-making, ownership, and sustainability.
Finances. The PCDP has managed to develop to its current stage by a
combination of external funding and internal contributions in cash
and kind. This includes major funders (SIL, CIDA, joint funding
from Norad and Wycliffe Norway, in cooperation with Digni), PCDP
UK (our UK partner organization), individuals and group donors,
funding via other local NGOs (e.g. for famine relief), together with
small cash donations and huge contributions in time and in kind
from village communities, e.g. in building and running schools
and organizing events. The PCDP, through developing ownership,
savings, and community decision-making, is working towards the
goal of the community itself, not only by contributing in kind but by
funding more and more of its own development.
The PCDP strives to be detailed, accurate, honest, and transparent
in its finances. We currently employ trained accountants from outside
the community, since no suitable internal candidates have so far been
found. All PCDP’s finances are professionally audited externally each
year, according to best practices. Department heads have been trained
to handle day-to-day book-keeping, petty cash, and receipts. We insist
on the highest standards of honesty in finances.

In practical terms
The ideas expressed below are based on our own experiences as agents
of change and as members of the very community we serve. We believe
that these ideas are appropriate for any NGO and are essential keys for
development to be truly community-based and sustainable.
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•

•

•
•
•
•

•
•

Community Development Network (CDN) built on traditional values
and structures. For the Parkari community, the CDN was based
on the traditional values and structures of unity, leadership by the
village headman, and consultation with the village panchayat. Every
community will have its own specific values and structures on which
a CDN can be developed.
United community action to achieve change. For Parkaris, this was
based on the traditional village-level work party. An example of this
is village communities building their own schools.
Involving the community for self-development.
Decision-making by the community, not by the NGO.
A community leader must belong to that community.
As agents of change we must be role models for the people we serve.
We have Jesus as the perfect role model: the leader who is also the
servant.
The vision of a better future must be clear and must be owned by the
community.
Community-based development requires patience.

When the PCDP built a centre in the desert area for teacher training, we
did not tell the villagers that they had to come and dig the foundations
and build the walls while we stood around and gave orders. We called
for a traditional community work party to gather from the villages
around the future PCDP schools. Then we, the PCDP staff, rolled up
our sleeves and started digging the foundations ourselves, and everyone, both young and old, joined in. When seeing this unity at work in
serving the community, one of the old men present said, “Now I know
for certain that our Parkari community is sure to prosper!”

The role of Christian NGOs in diaconal work
While the PCDP is not a Christian NGO as such, the organization’s leaders are Christians, and the organization works on a Christian ethos of
moral behavior and community service. Christians make up some 5% of
the Parkari community, the rest being Hindus. The PCDP and its community activities provide a platform for Parkari Christians to publicly
demonstrate their obedience to Jesus’ command to “love your neighbor
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as yourself”. Not surprisingly, the best practices for community-based
development are found in the teachings and example of the true guru
Jesus, who came not to be served but to serve. Those of us in the PCDP
who are Christians see our community development work as a way to
serve God and our community, in obedience to Jesus, the only true guru,
our Savior and our Lord.
We thank God for giving us this unique opportunity and we acknowledge that all we have been able to achieve and all the benefits that we see
in the community are through God’s strength and by God’s grace.
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Cuba and Education:
An Ideological Alternative to the
“Global Architecture of Education”
The chapter is based on field data gathered during a research visit to
Cuba in 2005 and 2012, and from literature in the field.1 Conducting
field-work in Cuba is not without problems, and in many ways more
difficult than field-work that I have conducted in African countries
like South Africa and Sudan. The reason for this is the tight ideological control that the Cuban government wants to keep over its visiting
researchers. The institute we were attached to, Instituto Pedagógico
Latinoamericano y Caribeño in Havana, gave us, besides all the necessary policy documents on education used in our documentary analysis,
a list of schools in which we could do research and visit. To a certain
extent, this restricted our movements and the variety of schools examined, but we also managed to visit schools not planned for in advance.
The impressions from those schools did not, however, deviate much
from the schools visited in the official program. We interviewed students, teachers, professors, government officials, and informed citizens.
Besides interviews we also observed teaching and teaching methods in
the schools.
1. This chapter is a shortened version of my chapter “The Educational Discourse in Cuba. An Epistemological Alternative for Other Countries in the
Global South?” in my book Education, Indigenous Knowledges, and Develop
ment in the Global South. Contesting Knowledges for a Sustainable Future.
New York: Routledge 2013.
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The good reputation of Cuba’s education system
While Cuba is a Latin-American country structured by a common
history of colonialism and resistance, neo-colonialism and poverty,
Cuba’s education system is reputed to be among the best in the region,
if not in the Southern hemisphere. Not even the most ardent critics of
the Cuban political system can deny its impressive record since the inception of the revolution. As James Wolfensohn, the former president
of the World Bank, stated in 2001:
Cuba has done a great job in education and health … I have no hesitation in acknowledging that they’ve done a good job, and it doesn’t
embarrass me to do it … We just have nothing to do with them in the
present sense, and they should be congratulated on what they’ve done
(Swans 2001)
Wolfensohn was right, neither the World Bank nor the IMF has given a
cent to Cuba since the revolution in 1959.
The education system in Cuba is famous for its focus on inclusion
and equality of opportunity, but also for its focus on political and ideological conformity. What is important in the context of this chapter is
to explore the reasons why Cuba’s education system is so well reputed.
Moreover, the chapter explores to what extent the Cuban education
system is influenced by what is often called the global architecture of
education, i.e. a common, educational discourse based on Western
ideas which dominates most education systems both in the global
South as well as in the North (see also Breidlid 2013). The question is
thus if Cubans experience the strong influence of Western educational
ideas like that witnessed in most parts of the global South, or whether
Castro has managed to impress a Cuban, if not indigenous, imprint on
the educational discourse in the country.
The Cuban education system’s reputation for quality education and
equality of opportunity impels the question: how is this possible in a
nation with huge economic problems, not the least due to the embargo imposed by the USA for fifty years? Cuba’s apparent success story
seems to undermine the conventional wisdom that only well-functioning countries in the global North can provide quality education for the
majority of their students.
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Education for all
An important principle for Cuba is education for all. It is however acknowledged, even by some top-ranking people in the education system,
that the concern with quality, one of the official reasons for embarking
on the new transformation, has not been prioritized sufficiently due to
the great quantitative demands. One challenge is that some rural areas
might not be able to provide the same quality education as in Havana.
Another is that access was, and still is, not necessarily the same for
blacks and whites. Many black families still live in poor housing and
working conditions, and despite the political quest for equality and
equity, marginality has not been done away with, as it still has a tendency to reproduce itself, albeit to a lesser degree than most countries
in the Southern hemisphere. Moreover, the capital, Havana, has its own
problems with the recruitment of good teachers due to the attraction of
the tourist industry which emerged after the fall of the USSR.
In spite of this, Cuba has probably succeeded more than any other
country in the global South in making quality education available
for its rural population (an expressed goal from the early days of the
revolution). An impressive feature of the education system is how well
organized it is, from the ministry to the classroom level. The reasons
may undoubtedly be linked to the need of the regime to have complete
ideological control; nevertheless, there is a lesson or two to be learned
both by other countries in the global South as well as in the North.

The liberating power of education
There is in Cuba a strong belief in the liberating, or even revolutionary,
power of education. Moreover, there is an equally strong belief in promoting a specific educational discourse at the expense of other discourses.
Even though the Cuban education system is linked to Marxism (due to its
close connection with the USSR until the 1990s) the education system is
nevertheless situated in a context of Cubanization and nationalism, thus
preventing an undifferentiated and uncritical import of educational ideas
from the West, i.e. the import of the ideology of the global architecture
of education referred to above. Besides Fidel Castro, the dominant or
hegemonic educational ideas in Cuba are influenced in particular by the
two heroes and martyrs, Jose Marti, and Che Guevara (see Breidlid 2007).
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Based on Marti’s statement that “No social equality is possible without
equality of education and culture”, education in Cuba reflects the communist and egalitarian orientation of Fidel Castro’s regime. Moreover, as
Noah W. Sobe and Renee N. Timberlake (2010) assert, Marti’s position has
risen significantly in the recent years, possibly to reinforce a national and
authentic character of Cuban education. When the children, before the
beginning of the school day, pay allegiance to the Cuban flag, they venerate Che Guevara by reciting the following slogan of the Young pioneers:
Seremos como Che (“We will be like Che”).
A strong streak of moralism and idealism also permeates the
schools, with Che Guevara’s vision of “the new man” as a focal point.
Guevara argued for the importance of creating a new, radical consciousness among the people and the adoption of moral rather than material
incentives.
Conscientization and consciousness through education were the
fundamental principles in Che Guevara’s thinking, implying that
“consciousness and education were primary in the study of relations of
production in the transitional economy, including the construction of
communism” (Martinez 2005). While the role given to conscientization
and education and his reversion of the role of base and superstructure
was a fundamental deviation from Marxism, Che Guevara’s focus on
solidarity and communitarianism was not.
Che Guevara’s focus on conscientization and education as the
primary agent of change is reminiscent of Freire’s ideas of conscientization, but departs in important ways from the philosophy of the Brazilian educationist. Freire suggests that every human being is a repository
of knowledge, not an “empty vessel” devoid of knowledge, and he has
valuable experiential knowledge to be applied in problem-posing dialogues, also non-Western indigenous knowledge (Freire 1998).
While consciousness is an important word in Che Guevara’s political and economic vocabulary there is little, if any, interrogation of
Western hegemonic knowledge production. Moreover, Che Guevara
seems to suggest that the answers are given and that no “real” dialogue
is needed or permitted.
According to many of our informants, different opinions and views
were/are, at least in theory, accepted in classroom discussions. It was,
however, underlined that non-conformist views had to be very well ar-

70

New Pedagogical Approaches

gued, probably giving the teacher an easy task in imposing «consensus»,
that is, teaching in agreement with official policies. Clearly there was
and is, as Tom G. Griffiths (2009) states, a “consistent, overt politicization of schooling, with some key curricular and pedagogical reforms to
drive the socialist formation of the new generations” (p. 51).
The twin relationship between the country’s educational discourse
and hegemonic political discourse is of course not a unique Cuban phenomenon. However, one of the most problematic aspects of the Cuban
system is the forceful imposition of the hegemonic discourse, leaving
almost no space for alternative discourses. The existence of the Internet
illustrates the need for the regime to exercise hegemonic control. While
the official explanation why the Internet is not accessible to the common man is because it is too costly, regulations prevent even those with
money to get access. The Internet is used in some higher institutions
of learning, like universities, etc., and in various other institutions and
companies, but regular Internet use from home is basically restricted
to foreigners or to Cubans with the right political affiliation.

Education and religion
Cuba was officially an atheist state from the victory of the revolution
in 1959 until 1992 when atheism (and thus Marxist-Leninism) as a state
creed was abolished. The deletion of Marxist-Leninism from the constitution and the visit of the popes in 1999 and in 2012 have eased the situation somewhat for religious students and teachers. In 2012, one of our
informants, a dissident, put it this way: “I do not belong to the Catholic
Church, but it is quite clear that the Catholic Church represents the
only alternative institution to the current Cuban government, and
has on many occasions entered negotiations with the government to
release prisoners and ease political oppression. The Catholic Church is
doing a fabulous job under very difficult circumstances.”
Neither Christian religion nor the Santería, a blend of native African
religions and Roman Catholicism, is, however, part of the curriculum,
but according to some of our informants, atheism is not being taught.
Religious believers are tolerated in the schools, and Mormons are, for
instance, not forced to pay allegiance to the flag as the vast majority of
schoolchildren do every morning.
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Christians can now become members of the Communist Party
and the Santería religion is now being promoted to attract tourists to
the island.

An alternative education system
While the education system in Cuba is in many ways problematic, its
merits should not be underrated. The question is, however, whether the
education system in Cuba is systemically all that different from education systems in capitalist countries.
After the fall of the USSR, the education system in Cuba emerged
as a hybrid system navigating a contradictory and complex terrain by
striking a course that transcended the dependency and colonial ideolo
gy of many other countries in Latin America, Africa, and Asia. While
retaining its anti-colonial and anti-imperialist nature, the education
system also articulated a new supplementary ideological orientation
that deviated dramatically from the days of Soviet influence, and which
seriously addressed issues of sustainability that the present global
architecture of education does not.
In terms of ideological foundation, historical legacy, and medium
of instruction the Cuban education system rests to a large extent on
domestic principles. The textbooks in all subjects for primary schools
are produced in Cuba and are distributed to all students in all schools
in the country. The history and social science books have a clear anti-
colonial bias, but they attempt to explore the history of various peoples
in the country, and they are all developed to shape a sense of Cuban
historical identity and culture. This indigenization of the discourse is
a far cry from Western educational discourses in most Sub-Saharan
African countries, which are often devoid of any link to the cultures
and context of the students in schools. This indigenization is, of course,
linked to the nationalist discourse referred to above as well as to the
anti-capitalist focus of the curriculum, thus serving the political and
ideological interests of the regime. However, it is also a public educational discourse that to a large extent encompasses all peoples of Cuba
irrespective of race, gender, or geographical location.
The problematic, ideological aspects notwithstanding, the merits of
the education system seem to be quite well documented, even though
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obtaining reliable data is challenging. This has led to some disagreement among the researchers about the education system’s contemporary success (see Cruz-Taura 2003 and Carnoy 2007, for conflicting
views). However, Cuba has to a large extent resisted the globalized drive
for privatization even though private schools (most likely underground,
illegal private schools) have popped up in Havana recently, primarily
due to the decreasing quality in the public schools. The relatively good
quality of schools (despite the challenges referred to above) has only
been possible because of the regime’s comprehensive commitment to
education for all, keeping the education budget at a high level despite
the critical situation of the state economy.

Millennium Development Goals reached
In contrast to most countries in the global South, the millennium development goals of universal primary education to be reached by 2015
have already been reached, and Cuba’s competence in literacy work
and its international collaboration in the field of literacy is unrivalled.
Cuba’s commitment to education, whatever its current problems, resonates with a population who might be at odds with the Cuban government on many issues, but feels proud about Cuba’s achievements and
reputation in education.
In the 2011 Global Monitoring Report Cuba’s excellence is underlined: “Over half of grade three students in Cuba performed at level
four – more than three times the share in Argentina and Chile, for
example. Cuba registered by far the highest proportion of students
scoring at the highest benchmark and by far the smallest proportion
scoring at level one or below” (UNESCO 2011, p. 85).
Carnoy et al. (2007) try to explain why Cuba does better educationally
than the two other countries in his comparative study (Brazil and Chile)
by underlining that the Cuban state is much more proactive in trying to
create a good learning environment for all, irrespective of ethnicity and
class, compared to the two other countries. The government’s massive
material, ideological, and psychological investment in education, that
is, free education for all, a ban on private schools (with the exception
of international schools), and a conscious attempt and (at least partial)
success to bridge the rural-urban educational gap are only a few of the
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factors that seem to explain why Cuba does better. Cuba is a good example of the merits of a system where families from disadvantaged environments excel in school through a benign learning environment. Moreover,
since generations of Cubans have been socialized into understanding the
merits of education through general literacy and schooling up to a certain level, they have internalized an attitude to schooling that, to some
extent, bridges the potential cultural gap between home and school.

The decline of Cuba’s alternative education system
While most international reports on Cuba are positive to Cuba’s education system the recent development on the ground is, at least to some
extent, about to shatter the positive image. The teaching profession,
and to a lesser extent the medical profession, have declined dramatically in esteem after the fall of the Soviet Union. The exodus of teachers
attests to this decline and is closely related to, the extremely low pay
compared to the wages in the tourist industry. The competition from
the tourist industry which emerged after the fall of the Soviet Union
means that the recruitment of high-caliber students for the teaching
profession is not as easy as it once was. It is therefore essential to query
whether Cuba’s hybrid education system is sustainable in the long run
in a situation where the capitalist sector within Cuba competes for the
hearts and minds of the manpower needed in education (as well as in
health). The dilemmas of being a so-called socialist island following
a different course in the neighborhood of a hostile foe are multiple.
Compromises are necessary but hard to find by a fairly dogmatic ruling
class. The Cuban government has probably few compromises to offer
in terms of the main principles of the educational discourse. Despite
the challenges facing the current education system in Cuba it is nevertheless quite unique in a global perspective, due to its alternative to the
parts of the global architecture of education. The Cuban system represents an alternative educational, if not entirely different ideological,
route. Cuba’s educational trajectory ought therefore to be of interest
to other countries in the region, as well to countries in Africa and Asia
(and the North), but as long as political stigma is attached to Cuba, the
country is isolated from the major international arenas of educational
debate, with the exception of UNESCO.
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Lessons for Norwegian NGOs
Cuba’s educational sector ought also to be of interest to Norwegian
NGOs working with education in the global South. Learning from Cuba
necessitates, however, a critical perspective on the global architecture
of education referred to above. Moreover, it is of utmost importance to
question to what extent the educational interventions of the NGOs in
the global South support a hegemonic system where localization and
indigenization are foreign concepts.
From a postcolonial perspective, many countries in the global South
suffer from severe economic underdevelopment that is a legacy of their
colonial history. Their fragile economic base means that their desire
and goal to develop robust national education systems often cannot
be put into practice. In such a perspective education support from the
North is not unproblematic. First, such support may be perceived as
an attempt to entrench the huge disparities between the North and the
South, and may underscore the global architecture of education where
Western educational ideas are hegemonic. Second, as Gonzalez, Hickling-Hudson and Lehr claim, “traditional North-South approaches to
educational aid (referred to in the literature as ‘aid architecture’) have
not had the desired effects in tackling the crisis of quantity and quality” (Gonzales et al in Hickling-Hudson et al 2012, p. 36). Moreover, as
Riddell claims, even though NGOs stress the importance of partnership
between donor and recipients as being necessary “for aid to have a
positive impact, the overall aid relationship remains extremely lopsided
with donors remaining almost wholly in control” (Riddell 2007, as summarized by Klees 2010). It is also true “that Northern thinking patterns
will often not achieve the desired results in environments characterized
by very different socio-economic realities” (Gonzales et al in Hickling-Hudson et al 2012, p. 39).
The question is thus if a critical discussion of the “global architecture of education” is high on the agenda of the Norwegian NGOs’
strategy in the school sector. Since education is never neutral it is necessary to ask what the ideological and political consequences of education aid are. It is not enough to introduce aid to education if these
questions are not discussed ahead of such intervention programs. Do
interventions in education help to uncritically sustain unequal power
structures, albeit indirectly, in the country? Is support to education a
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continuation of Western values embedded in the transfer of education
to the global South? Cuba’s example underlines the importance of indigenizing not only the curriculum, but also the textbooks so they are
made relevant to the pupils. Moreover, such an indigenization means
a strategy of empowering the pupils to establish their indigenous
identities and conscientize them to move beyond learning to action
toward social justice and equality.
It is of course naive to believe that education aid does not impact
on the ideology and the world views of what is being taught. This does
not mean, however, that one should stop all education aid to the global
South because of the danger of perpetuating the colonizing of Southern minds, but it requires a continuous debate about what is involved
ideologically and epistemologically in such aid. To challenge this hegemonic knowledge necessitates questioning the knowledge assumptions
of the NGOs. To what extent do the NGOs realize that their knowledge
transfer is biased, embedded in a historical legacy of colonialism and
imperialism? A critical examination of Cuba’s educational trajectory,
whatever its flaws and problems, may help to stimulate a debate among
NGOs about their role as donors in the complex educational terrain in
the global South.
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Narrative Pedagogy in School
Development Programs in Nepal
Narratives as sites for capacity building are the focus of a teacher training program initiated in Nepal – and the subject of this article. Based
on research done on the life world of Nepalese teachers the program
aims to engage teachers in finding professional purpose in teaching on
the basis of lived experiences and social context. Contextually Based
Teachers’ Education (CBTE), the method involved, is a teacher-focused
approach that sees teachers in relation to the context. In this approach
to teachers’ capacity building, pedagogy is more than content-based
teaching and principles of instruction. The potential for teachers’
personal engagement is believed to be the basis for transformation.
Indeed, the concept of learning goes beyond acquiring skills and techniques, it is rather concerned with personal development and bringing
out the capacity of a person in accordance with his or her professional
purpose. The belief is that individuals have the capacity to resolve
professional challenges by drawing on personal experiences and understanding. The process of reflecting on past experiences, contexts
and pedagogical understandings leads the way to finding one’s own
personal and professional purpose.
Let us first take a step back, however, and take a closer look at the
context of education in Nepal.
Nepal’s Education for All (EFA) program has been a part of the
poverty reduction strategy in recent years, recognizing the importance
of curricula, textbooks and teacher training for education. While the
global educational models are seen as important keys for progress and
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modernity published reports on programs for teacher training indicate
that “classroom processes have not changed much” over the period of
the programs in Nepal (Norad 2009, p. 83). In relation to teachers and
the teaching-learning process, the Joint Evaluation Report of Nepal’s
Education for All Sector Program 2004–2009 concludes, that “there has
been an under-estimation of the depth of change required to enable a
real transformation” (ibid, p. 79).
All in all, it is clear that the development of modern education in
Nepal has resulted in “deeper inequality and a sense of a profound inner
confusion” (Carney and Rappleye, 2011, p. 2). The institutionalized “development” has primarily been led by Western development institutions
and, as some would argue, must thus be understood within the frameworks of post-colonialism (ibid, p. 3). As a result, global educational
development agendas have been implemented into the upper levels of
government as reflected in national development plans, but fail to reach
the school level. This, argues Bhatta (2011), is because the plans have
been produced through “substantial negotiations with aid agencies within the parameters of the global education targets”. Consequently, important decisions regarding Nepal’s educational development are limited to
the arena between aid agencies and high level officials in the Ministry of
Education. In reality it is simply an illusion that the government has any
real agenda ownership. The agenda’s content has been pre-determined
and transmitted into the system by powerful aid agencies. At the cost of
experience, Western-based top-down reforms advocate standardization,
teaching to the test, and accountability all with an underlying implicit
and structural distrust of teachers (Autio 2013). As Parker Palmer points
out, “good teaching cannot be reduced to technique; good teaching
comes from the identity and integrity of the teacher” (1998, p. 10).
Like in any teaching process, education reform is always translated and interpreted by teachers in particular. Teachers are expected
to transmit the global educational models into the classroom where
in-service training packages for teachers focus on “active teachinglearning methods”. The packages themselves originate from UNICEF’s
Child-Friendly School (CFS) program, a broad global approach that
attempts to build quality education in schools. “Child-Friendly Schools
contribute to achieving the Millennium Development Goals and Education for All,” writes UNICEF in their presentation of the material (2006).
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The child-centred approach has important implications for both
the content and the process of education. Upholding the idea of a
child-centred education, the approach uses teaching processes that
promote children’s rights. Teachers are introduced to model teaching that expects teachers to copy Western methods of teaching in the
classrooms, yet local cultural systems are not implemented into the
programs. The Nepalese anthropologist Dor Bahadur Bista writes, “the
foreign aid specialists are often insensitive to the peculiarities of the
cultural system in Nepal, and do not incorporate these peculiarities
into their development models, while the Nepalese are estranged from
the actual intent of such aid and subvert it to irrelevant or personal
ends” (1999, p. 139).
In Nepal, literature within the field of education is “slim and biased
towards academic policy studies” (Carney and Rappleye 2011, p. 6).
There is little that explores the cultural implications of developmental
modernity within the realm of schooling. My earlier research (Eikeland 2007) shows that the motivation of local teachers contrasts and
conflicts with the ideals of the aid programs. The research included a
case study of government school teachers in rural Nepal and examined
Nepalese teachers’ own understandings of teaching in relation to the
global approach to teaching that impacts teachers’ work in Nepal. Issues like hierarchy, caste, dependency on people higher in the hierarchy, few employment opportunities, fatalistic attitudes, perception of
teaching as transmitting curriculum and emphasis on discipline were
elements that came out of the research in relation to what Nepalese
teachers understood as part of their teacher image (ibid, p. 52). The
major result from the analysis is the contrast between the teacher
image that emerges from the life histories of Nepalese teachers and
the teacher image of the West. Unlike the humanistic traditions and
democratic child-centred principles of Western teaching methods,
the Nepalese educational traditions derives from a teacher-centred,
hierarchical and fatalistic tradition, with it’s underlying Brahminical
foundations (Acharya 1996) that have been closely linked to matters of
religion and duty to cultural practices.
This underlying value system is part of the social stock of knowledge
that teachers take with them into the classroom constituting a socialized system of interpersonal and motivational relevance. These values
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are taken for granted and are a main part of what creates the found
ational structures of the life world for Nepalese teachers (Shutz and
Luckmann 1974). In short the study provides insight into the teacher
image held by Nepalese teachers, an image that Western-based teacher
training programs fails to acknowledge.
For the teachers the hierarchical structure of Nepalese society is
the arena of their actions which also includes the limitations of those
actions. What is familiar and taken for granted becomes solutions to
problems. While Western models assume that the teacher has the capacity for self-realization, my research suggests that Nepalese teachers
do not see themselves as having the resources for effecting change in
schools. The teachers anticipate that the changes have to come from
higher up in the hierarchical structure.
Western-based teacher training packages originate from a pedagogical tradition where the learners have to be active and construct know
ledge themselves with the support from a facilitator. Learners construct
new understanding by using what they already know. There is no empty
vessel in which knowledge is filled. If the existing knowledge of Nepalese teachers (learners in this case) is not the starting point for teachers
training programs, in reality the child-centered approach becomes a
transmission of information to teachers who passively receive the new
approach as rote learning.1
This model teaching approach contradicts the basis for the West’s
own programs, which sees learning as building on the learner’s existing
knowledge. In the West’s desire to create an ideal model for teachers to
aspire to, the programs often overlook the concrete, present situation
of real teachers. The teaching programs might thus enforce dependency
rather than liberate teachers to become active agents for change in Nepal.
As mentioned previously, when teachers fail to implement the intent
of the aid programs into their cultural system, people who are perceived
to be lower in the hierarchy mostly those from the poor, low caste and
marginalized communities are often blamed for the failure. The inadequacies of such Western-based model teaching make Nepalese teachers
feel disoriented, disempowered and less active (Eikeland 2007, p. 54).
1. According to the Oxford dictionary, rote learning implies the “mechanical
or habitual repetition of something to be learned”. (editor’s remark).
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The greatest problems of Nepalese education, says historian Whelpton,
is not politicization “but rather the fact that it was breeding aspirations
which Nepalese society could not match” (2005, p. 165). Many of the problems and current solutions are thus rooted in a failure to make a decisive
break with the historical evolution of education in Nepal; “education
simply functions to extend the status quo” (Pherali 2011, p. 140). Critics
have been quick to point out that it is foreign aid that has sustained the
traditional power structures in Nepal. However as Bista argues, it is not
principally the presence of foreign aid that is corrupting, but fatalism
and ascriptive values and a readiness to accept these hierarchical systems,
which are “the legacy of the hierarchic caste attitudes” (1999, p. 148). Thus,
the root cause is not the power of global forces, but the fatalistic and hierarchical value system that is already established, he argues.

Forum, an advisory council
Based on these findings a pilot project was funded by Digni in 2008, in
an effort to organize a forum to serve as an independent guide and support group for addressing the cultural and contextual impacts on teaching. The forum’s aim was to create a basis for developing an approach
to teachers’ professional development that has its starting point in the
reality and lived experience of teachers. The forum intended to ask the
following: What are the cultural issues and understanding that impact
teaching and learning, and how can teachers engage in dialogue with
their own reality to begin solving their own problems? How can teachers articulate and “own” educational understandings of their context
so that they might begin to be active participants in change rather than
passive receivers of ready-made solutions?
The forum concluded that culture plays a major role in guiding the
way teachers perform their profession. The gap between reality and
the ideals of Western models is an apparent factor that needs to be
addressed for teachers to become active participants in school development. Awareness of the existing culture is the basis for bringing about
self-motivation and finding professional purpose in teaching. The conclusions drawn from the forum resulted in four pilot projects, conducted
in Nepal for teachers in the government’s in-service teachers training
program via the National Centre for Educational Development (NCED).
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Contextually based teacher education
With my background from Nepal and my work as a teacher and advisor in
various educational institutions in urban and remote areas of Nepal, I have
a deeper understanding of the challenges teachers face when introduced
to training packages based on Western models of teaching. Through my
work, I came to see teachers capable of looking critically at their world and
perceiving their personal and social reality. But it is in the encounters with
the hierarchical structures that the personal is often lost or unspoken.
When introduced to strategies and plans for school development
in Nepal, teachers are often pushed into a shadowy existence. Yet the
voices of Nepalese teachers are important in that they carry the tone, the
language, the feelings, and the perceptions of the teachers. Listening to
Nepalese teachers, and studying their lives and work, will provide valuable insight into the new moves to restructure and reform schooling in
Nepal. By failing to record the voices of ordinary teachers, published reports on programs for training teachers can actually silence them. There
is a possibility that in decision-making, educational advisors might only
speculate on teachers’ motivations and might then be at risk of reducing
teachers to objects that can be manipulated for particular ends.
But teachers’ perspectives remain central to achievement in the educational endeavor. An understanding of the origins of Nepalese teachers’ perspectives lie in understanding the impact of biography – those
experiences that have influenced a person’s thinking about school and
teaching. These life experiences and backgrounds are part of a broader
context – cultural, social, economic and political – that influence and
shapes teachers’ work in Nepal.

Learning in social settings
My work in teacher education in Nepal has focused on teachers’ capacity building, introducing a contextual approach concerned with
self-motivation and finding purpose in teaching related to the context
and background of teachers. The approach is situated within Ivor Goodson’s theories of narrative learning. In cooperation with local government teacher training facilitators, we wanted to examine the social
process of identity development, agency, and engagement by using
narrative learning within a group context in the teacher’s in-service
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education program. By working collaboratively on teachers’ existing
narratives and understandings, the claim was that it would provide a
basis for teachers to reflect on and consolidate their sense of integrity
and professional development. It suggests that there is something fundamentally human about the notion of narrative and that it is an important tool for examining human experience to arrive at new insight.
Narrative learning acknowledges that human agency and action
emerges from the interaction between previous learning, the present
situation and context and the person’s future oriented purposes and
objectives (Goodson & Gill 2011, p. 115). The person comes to understand
his or her own story alongside the elements of social construction that
reside in any historical setting (ibid, p. 113). From a moral perspective
and purpose, the concern for human agency seeks to respond to the
challenges confronting human beings in the age of globalization. The
moral perspective is concerned with what is good as well as what is right
to do for individuals as well as the community.
The context of this case is the in-service teacher professional development. Together with NCED facilitators, the contextually based teacher’s
education program allows teachers to study learning, building on an understanding of the context in historic, social, cultural and political terms.
The approach to engaging teachers in finding professional purpose
is a process of creating understanding through dialogue. The process
has a holistic approach involving personal and emotional dimensions,
social relations, and beliefs, values and goals. The dialogic environment is characterised by reciprocal sharing and a climate of trust. By
engaging teachers in a process of reflection, a personal vision for their
work can take form. In this approach to teacher capacity building, pedagogy is more than content-based teaching and principles of instruction. Rather, it involves a whole person process, taking into account
who they are and who they are to become in a given context. Looking
for ways to access a different route to teacher training built on teachers’
experiences and understandings aims at leveraging participation as a
way to build equity in education.
To enable teachers to inquire into their life journeys’ learning, the
pilot program focuses on how teachers can connect with their personal
style and find professional fulfillment. The strategic elements of the
approach are as follows:
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•
•

•

Participants share oral narratives of their journeys in learning, from
their times as school students to the time they became teachers.
After the initial narration, there is a process of collaboration. The
teachers interactively cluster the stories into topics in a process of
making connections between their life experiences and their classroom teaching and learning activities that have been developed. The
articulations of these connections serve as the basis for teachers to
ascribe meaning to the stories. This provides an accurate and indepth insight into the experiences of the teachers as a way to locate
individual stories within their wider historical time and political
contexts, as well as social and cultural settings. The process also
creates a connection between the abstract level of values and the
practical level of examples and stories.
Finally the participants articulate what they intend to focus on in
their classroom practices and beyond. What kind of lesson plans
will realize those visions? How are the lesson plans in light of their
purpose in teaching?

The approach draws on the rich resources that individuals have, such
as their skills, competences, beliefs, values, commitments, and, above
all, the capacity to resolve problems in their own lives (ibid, p. 125).
Narrative elaboration involves crafting a personalized vision linked to a
course of action and ownership. Narrative work can generate a dialogue
between “what is” and “what should be” that alters a sense of self and
identity for self-development and for professional development. Therefore narrative work is an ideal pedagogical site for personal and professional development.
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Lene Vårum is a teacher. She has worked eight years in Bolivia. From
2011 until August 2013 she was an advisor in the Pedagogical Improvement Project in Bolivia. In her current position in Norway, she teaches
Norwegian to immigrants.

Building a Culture of
Inclusion and Communication:
The Pedagogical Improvement
Project in Cochabamba, Bolivia
The following article is a presentation of the Pedagogical Improvement
Project (PIP) in Cochabamba, Bolivia. We will first take a look at the
project’s initiation and then discuss how it was carried out in a marginalized suburban area. Finally, we will review some of the results and the
lessons learned throughout the project. We hope this project presentation might be an inspiration for others working in the field of education.

Background
By the end of the 1990s, the Christian Lutheran Evangelical Church
(ICEL) in Bolivia and the Norwegian Lutheran Mission (NLM) decided
to focus their social work in the educational area. They looked for a
place to initiate a school project, and one day they came upon a group
of parents in a new area of the expanding Cochabamba. Here, the
parents had built a small school for their children but set aside a huge
area, dreaming of a big school to help their children to have a better and
more promising future. This initiated the cooperation between the local
neighborhood group on one hand and the church/mission on the other –
assisted by donations from Bistandsnemnda (Norwegian Missions in
Development, now known as Digni) and Norad. From 2001 until 2010,
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the Jesus Maestro School was constructed; this school now houses nearly one thousand students from preschool to secondary school.
During the construction period, there was a focus on how to improve education, but as the project drew towards an end, there was a
realization that further work was needed. Headmasters in other schools
in the area had seen the development in Jesus Maestro, and they wanted to be a part of this. Therefore, a new project was formed, where the
primary goal was to improve the quality of the education in the district.
Starting in 2010, the project would run until the end of 2014.

Stakeholders
The context is described in the following way:
The target population belongs to the “Toribio Claure” Sub-District, which is
part of the 5th Municipal District, and consists mainly of people of Quechuan or Aymaran origin who have migrated from rural areas. The municipality is characterized by its diverse culture, with multicultural meeting places
in a complex social and cultural framework. This represents an enormous
challenge for the project, which through a differentiated attention is aiming
to achieve higher levels of equality and quality in education, not only because of the presence of Quechua and Aymara, but also because of the Mestizo population. Within this group there is a large number of children and
young people with learning difficulties, lack of development and/or different
disabilities. (The Pedagogical Improvement Project 2013)
The project has worked with the following stakeholders:
•
•
•
•

•
•

10 schools.
261 professionals in various fields of education.
3,788 students (male and female).
The Centre for Special and Alternative Education for children, adolescents, and young people with problems and specific learning
difficulties associated with disability.
1o school boards and/or parents’ committees.
2 offices responsible for education and human development, one
belonging to the Ministry of Education and the other to the City Hall.
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•

18 neighborhood boards (from Territorial Grassroots Organizations).

Socio-economic background
The Toribio Claure Sub-District is a migration zone; many inhabitants
here have moved from the countryside, mainly from mining villages
in other provinces. But Bolivia has also been facing a huge wave of
emigration in the last decades, where thousands of Bolivians have left
the country to look for a better future abroad, first in Argentine, then
in Spain and Italy, and more recently in Brazil and Chile. This has led
to the disintegration of many families, with children left in the care of
grandparents, aunts, uncles, siblings, and other family members, or
even neighbors.
In the project, we have witnessed the parents working hard to supply
all the needs of their families, striving to ensure a better future for their
children. Nevertheless, because parents are working so much, children
are often left alone during the day, evening, and sometimes even at
night. Alcohol abuse, both among the young and the adults, has also
been a major concern for us. Experience shows that this abuse regularly
leads to violence, physical and mental abuse, and economic problems,
to name but a few. There has been a high percentage of illiteracy among
the adult population, although the literacy rate has increased in recent
years due to a national literacy program. Even so, many adults lack
school experience, and many have little or no technological knowledge.
Consequently, the context is characterized by an intergenerational gap,
where the young spend quite a lot of time in internet cafes playing online
games, while the older generation tries to adapt to an urban way of life,
far away from the traditions and security of the village. In this setting, the
Pedagogical Improvement Project has aimed at improving the quality of
education for the children and young, working simultaneously with three
target groups – teachers, students, and parents – on a variety of topics.

The beginning
As mentioned earlier, the intention of the project was to meet the needs
of various sub-district schools. Initially some of the points we wanted
to address were local curricula and local educational plans. Another
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important activity was to empower teachers to implement new methods and to renew their pedagogical outlook. Moreover, it was important
to increase the involvement of parents, students, and the community
in educational planning and processes. The original project document
was accepted on these premises.
However, towards the end of 2010, the Bolivian government passed
a new education act: the Avelino Siñani and Elizardo Pérez Education
Law No. 70. The new law placed strong limitations on NGOs’ work in
the area of education. From now on, only the educational authorities
could work on and develop local curricula. Another challenge we met in
the new law was that only a few entities were allowed to give out capacity-building certificates with a curricular value. In the Bolivian system,
teachers continually attend courses and capacity-building programs,
where participation serves to increase knowledge and certify teachers.
The knowledge obtained is of course important, but the certificates
received at the end of the course would help improve their category as
teachers, thus resulting in better salaries.
Therefore, in the beginning of 2011 we reformulated the goals of the
project as well as some of the planned activities. The primary development goal, however, was maintained.

Cooperation with authorities and other entities
ICEL (the Lutheran Church and NLM’s partner in Bolivia) holds a
framework agreement with the Ministry of Education in La Paz. This
is the underlying agreement that allows us, as an NGO, to work within
the field of education. We have also been able to participate in several
national conferences on education, which has helped us to widen our
network and knowledge.
As we originally had no accreditation to hand out certificates, we
established cooperation with the State University of San Simón of Cochabamba. This entailed a greater interest among the teachers to participate in our capacity building processes, but it also meant that we were
able to offer training for university students and to the staff.
On a local level, it has been important to establish an agreement with
the District Office of Education (DDE) and the Municipal Office of Human
Resources. Initially, when the Pedagogical Improvement Project was start-
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ing up in 2010, the District Department of Education had an agreement
with a Spanish NGO. This NGO provided capacity building to teachers as
well as additional logistical and infrastructural assistance in the field of
education. But the NGO lost its funding and had to close down operations
when the economic crisis hit Europe. This provided an opening for our
project in the municipality, and by the end of 2011 a three-party agreement was agreed between the PIP, the DDE, and the Municipal Office
of Human Resources. One of the consequences was that all our capacity-building courses would now be accredited by authorities.
As the new Education Law No. 70 was in place, it was also important to work together with the DDE to decide which parts of the new
law required awareness by the teachers. In Bolivia there has been a lot
of criticism towards foreign-based NGOs, claiming that they hold no
loyalty whatsoever towards the guidelines given by the Bolivian state,
and that many projects arrive in the country fully designed to meet
some challenge perceived from abroad. It was of great importance for
us to show that we were there to help the teachers and the education
communities with challenges created by the new law. We also wanted to
demonstrate that the project’s activities were to be based on the needs
of the education community at large.

Civil society
Every town, small or large, in Bolivia is divided into OTBs (Organizaciones Territoriales de Base), which are a legally recognized community group that may obtain certain government benefits and can have
a say in local government. The literal translation would be “Territorial
Grassroots Organization”. These neighborhood groups are active in our
area as well, and we have established cooperation with them on numerous occasions.
The most important groups, however, are the Juntas Escolares, or
parents’ committees, at each school, as well as the parents’ committee
at the district level. The cooperation with the committees has helped
ensure that the topics discussed in courses and meetings are relevant
for the parents and tutors. In our planning processes, we have always
taken into account the needs expressed by the parents. When carrying
out courses with the parents, it is also always the parents’ committees
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that invite the parents to the event and take attendance. Many Bolivian
schools have what is called “parents’ schools”, where the parents and
tutors attend to learn more about education and how to be better parents and role models.

Activities
This section outlines some of the activities carried out each year by the
project. The aim has always been to improve the quality of education,
but we have worked towards this goal in various ways.
2010 – The start
The PIP was initiated in 2010. Most of the year was spent promoting
the project in the education community, hiring staff, planning activities, and getting to know the area and the necessities. Even though the
project had been planned with the other schools in the sub-district, we
found that considering and planning a project was far different from
actively participating in one. Therefore, much time was spent speaking
with headmasters and parents’ committees to secure commitment to
the project. By the end of 2010, eight schools had signed on, more or
less ready to open the doors to the project.
Another important step was taken in 2010, when an agreement was
made with psychologist Santino Rita Machado, a well-known independent lecturer in Bolivia, with experience from working with UNICEF.
Some activities were carried out, but mainly with the graduating class
of Jesus Maestro. Proyecto de vida, or “life project”, is a beautiful Spanish expression. This is something we would often talk with the young
about. It involves their hopes and plans for the future, and what they
have to do to achieve their educational and professional goals along
with their aspirations in family and social life. The direction we have
been able to give to the young helps them in their “life projects”, and as
we have observed, it also results in better academic performance.
2011 – Self-esteem and motivation
We started off the year by inviting the teachers to an event taking
place over three afternoons. The topic was self-esteem and motivation,
and our goal was twofold. First, we saw that many teachers held little
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self-esteem, both at professional and personal levels. They were good
at picking out the areas where they felt they were not good enough, but
not that skilled at telling what they were good at. As a teacher myself, I
know that the classroom is like a stage; you need knowledge about your
topics, but you also need energy, motivation, and commitment to be
able to transfer your knowledge to the students.
During our first three days with the teachers, we wanted them to see
themselves as complete beings created by a loving God. By having the
teachers reflecting on their personal and professional relationships,
their fears and achievements, their needs and deeds, they were also
made to see the changes they could make to improve both their personal and professional lives.
Traditional roles in Bolivia places some distance between the
student and the teacher. Many teachers know little about what is
going on in their students’ personal lives and how this may influence
the students’ academic results. There is a lack of information about,
among other things, their family relationships, the facilities at home,
whether the children have a place for doing homework, if they have
anyone at home to help them with their homework, or if the children
have to work. One of the project goals was to improve the relationships
between teachers and students, and the courses carried out on self-esteem and motivation was a first step towards this goal.
Once the teachers were familiar with the topic, we started working
with the students and later with the parents. Our experience pointed
to the need to work with all three groups simultaneously when looking
for long-term changes in the education community. Groups working
together reinforce each other, and communication between the groups
is improved when they know they have a common topic to talk about.
In the evenings with the parents, we found that many were longing
for information and tips on how to improve the communication and
relationships with their children. Many parents saw that the traditional,
often rural, parenting model did not work as well in a modern, urban
society. Many were very happy to find a place where they could meet
with other parents and talk about this.
Towards the end of the school year, students came to us asking for
academic help. In the graduating class in one of the schools, many
students were failing in several subjects. Although this is now changing,
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in the Bolivian school system, failing in several subjects has normally
meant having to repeat the year. Unfortunately, few students do this
if they fail the final year. Consequently, they never receive a diploma.
To help these students, we established contact with several university
students who came in to give extra classes in the evenings. This also
sparked solidarity between the students, who now did what they could
to help each other, and in the end all the students graduated!
2012 – Prevention of sexual abuse
When I first came to Bolivia in 2000, there was a near absence of news
about sexual abuse and incest. This situation has changed in recent
years. Hardly a day goes by without a story about a father, uncle, grandfather, or cousin abusing a family member. I do not think this is due
to an increase in abuse; what we are witnessing are changes in the
society’s attitude towards abuse. Through our work, we have met with,
for example, grandparents who knew that their son was abusing their
granddaughter sexually, but they had neither reported it nor done
much to help the victim. Instead, the view has been that “it’s his daughter; he has the right to do with her as he pleases”. Luckily, these attitudes are declining, but there is still a lot of work to do when it comes
to attitudes on sexual rights and limits.
With the recent emigration wave, we have seen several cases
where a daughter has had to take the mother’s place in the family, not only when it comes to cooking and cleaning but also as the
father’s sexual partner. In cases where the children have been left
with other family members, there has also been abuse carried out by
uncles, cousins, or grandfathers.
In our abuse prevention courses, we worked with the entire student body, from preschool to graduating classes. We provided know
ledge about the body, how to care for our bodies, and our entitlement
to decide over our own bodies. Using physical activities, pictures, videos, and dialogue, we provided arenas for children and teenagers to
reflect upon how they may help each other and themselves to prevent
abuse, while at the same time underlining that the abuser is always
responsible for the abuse.
When working with the teachers, it was also important for us to
enable them to recognize signs of abuse as well as providing them with
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information on how to act and what authorities to contact if one of
their students suffered from abuse. In the sessions with the parents, we
outlined the work carried out with their children and provided them
with additional information on abuse. We also focused on how important it was to ensure communication so that the children would confide
in their parents if something happened.
In the project, we were aware that cases might turn up where we
would need to provide psychological and/or legal aid. As our lecturer was a clinical psychologist, he was able to assist us. It was a good
situation, as he had already created the necessary confidence to help
affected families.
After a session, it was common that teachers, students or parents
needed a chat with someone from the project team. In all sessions, we
aimed at having at least two staff members present in addition to the
lecturer. During the session or class, we all participated and commented on the topic. In this way the participants got to know us and deposited their confidence in us, and thus felt free to speak with us when
needed. We have been questioned at times about the participation of
several staff members in a course. It might seem extravagant to have
three members present to set up the computer and organize the chairs;
but the staff member presence is what makes the project accessible for
the stakeholders. This is where we create the confidence we need to be
able to achieve our goal of improving the quality of education. It is a
well-known fact in education that if the students do not feel safe or live
in anxiety or with many worries, their academic performance will be
greatly affected. By helping to create sounder families, we also help to
improve academic achievements.
2013 – The family
In the new curriculum, “family” is one of the cross-cutting topics, and
in cooperation with the parents’ committees, the headmasters, and the
DDE, we selected the family as our focal point for 2013.
It was important for us to emphasize that in today’s society there
are many family models. But basically the people you share a roof and
a table with constitute your family. We also wanted a wider focus, so we
talked about the three families of the students:
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•
•
•

The family you share a house with
The school family
The family of the community

Authority, respect, and love were the three keywords for family life. In
each family, we need a source of authority: the parents, the teachers, or
the community leaders. Respect is something that needs to flow both
ways, and in the classroom the students need to respect both their
teachers and their peers. Finally, a family is not happy if there is no love.
But what is love? We talked much about how love equals action: doing
the dishes for your mother, washing your father’s car, helping your
friend with his homework, etc. A nice bit of homework for everyone was
to write about how each of us could express our love.
The courses with students, teachers, and parents brought us into contact with families in need of more extensive assistance. This was provided by the project, and having a newly hired pastor, who would sit down
with and listen to and counsel the family members, was surely beneficial.

Inclusive education
One of the changes in education brought about by the new law and
curricula was a demand that all students, regardless of differences in
capacities, were to receive education through the regular school system.
This was, and still is, a great challenge for most teachers.
In 2012 we offered a Diplomado (advanced university course) on inclusive education. Teachers from all our schools participated and later
formed a resource group for teaching headmasters and fellow teachers
on the subject. It has also been a topic we have touched upon in many
of our teacher training events, but we see that we first need to train
the school leaders on inclusion, so that all schools are prepared for
receiving students with special needs. We can then train the teachers in
elaborating plans and curricular adaptations.
There is a special education centre in the sub-district. We have
worked extensively with students and teachers here to raise awareness
of their rights and possibilities. It has also been important to work on
fostering the sub-district’s students’, parents’, and teachers’ bodies to
accept children with different capacities.
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Results
It is never easy to measure results in a so-called “soft” project; if we only
could measure behavior changes in kilos! Nevertheless, we have seen
positive and encouraging results from our project. Teachers report having changed their attitudes towards the students; they take additional
interests in their lives and backgrounds, and based on this, they are
able to provide better teaching. They also state that the new methods
and planning instruments they have learned are helpful.
The students’ academic results have improved; fewer students in the
graduating classes fail, and we believe this is due in part to the focus we
have on their “life projects”. Moreover, a side effect of the project has
been that the teachers from the various schools have gotten to know
each other and are thus able to discuss education with other professionals within their own area. Finally, several families explained that
the help they have received from the project has greatly improved their
inter-family relationships.

Lessons learned
The fact that we have adapted our plans and activities to meet the
needs created by new laws and agreements has helped ensure cooperation from the authorities. But change takes time, and we have certainly
witnessed the importance of spending time with our stakeholders:
time to achieve confidence, time to reflect, time to discuss, and time to
make the necessary changes. We clearly see that the teachers we have
followed over several years have developed a wider and more stable
basis for their practice in the classroom and with their students. When
we compare “our” teachers and headmasters to others, we find that
they have different attitudes and notions towards topics like inclusive
education, how our personal life affects our academic results, and how
a professional can motivate his or her students.
We have worked with public, private, and charter schools. The latter
is a category where the state pays the teachers’ wages while an organization, usually a religious one, runs the school. Three of the schools in
the sub-district are Catholic charter schools, and in the beginning they
were quite suspicious as to why a Lutheran project wanted to work with
them. We have, however, managed to show that indoctrination is not
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our goal, and the cooperation has been excellent. The Catholic Church
has many years of experience in running schools and in inclusive education, and we have been able to learn a lot from each other.
Bolivia is in many respects a vertical society; the person on the top
holds the power and makes all the decisions. Yet our project has had a
more horizontal structure. The leader has confidence in the members
and lets them make the necessary decisions without always having to
consult with the top person. It has also meant that each staff member
has participated actively in courses, meetings, and events. One of our
goals has been to improve the relationships between teachers and students, parents and children, and schools and homes. Confidence and
communication are keywords here. We have wanted to show God’s love
in practice; he has created us all, and he loves us all the same. We are
all valuable, because we are all created by the same loving God. We have
wanted to show our stakeholders that we are all equal and that we all
can serve our fellow human beings. In a Bolivian setting, with a hierarchical structure, this is not necessarily the way things work. For example, one night we ran a capacity-building course for teachers. Several
“new” teachers participated that did not know us previously. I had some
translation work to do, so I sat at the back of the room, working on my
computer. The time came to serve some sandwiches and beverages to
the participants, and all my colleagues, including my boss, did this
while I continued my work. After finishing the course, some of the participants came up to me, asking if it would be possible for us to include
their school in our project as well. I responded that they would have to
talk with the director about this, and I pointed in her direction. I saw
the confusion and surprise in their eyes; it was obvious for them that
the blond person in the back not participating in the “physical” work
was the leader, while the dark-haired person serving them their snack
was some kind of assistant. This experience led us to be even more
conscious about the importance of our example; we are all here to serve
each other with the resources God has given us.
Literature:
The Pedagogical Improvement Project (2013). Annual plan 2013 – running
project (project document available upon request from Digni).
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Promoting Green Education
for All in Madagascar
This article describes the Green Education Program, ProVert, which
works for environmental protection, education for all, and development
in Madagascar. The program is run by the Malagasy Lutheran Church
(FLM) in cooperation with the Norwegian Mission Society (NMS) and is
supported by Norad through Digni. The program intends to contribute
to development in Madagascar through “green education” and “green
schools”. ProVert is a complex project with a variety of activities, catchment areas, target groups, and goals. Apart from describing the project
in general, this article will focus particularly on the program’s efforts
with regard to primary and secondary education.

A country of contrasts
Madagascar is often portrayed by images of beautiful scenery, lemurs,
rain forests, and baobab trees. The island is the fourth largest island
in the world and it has an abundance of plants and animals that are
not found elsewhere. As many as 80% of Malagasy plant species are
endemic. Madagascar is rich in terms of natural diversity and beauty,
but the country is also one of the poorest in the world, and the flora
and fauna are threatened. As much as 90% of the original forest is
lost. Deforestation is ongoing; large areas are damaged by soil erosion
and desertification. The depletion of natural resources has a direct
impact on people’s lives.
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Statistics show that school enrollment rates are quite high in Madagascar, but so are dropout rates. Average school attendance is five years,
and as many as 1.5 million children may be out of school. Education and
environmental protection are important for people in Madagascar and
in accordance with national and international development priorities for
the country. Norway is focusing on education, democracy, gender equality, environmental issues, and management of natural resources in their
cooperation for development with Madagascar.

The Green Education Program: A joint effort
The terms “green education” and “green schools” may be quite new to
FLM and NMS, but the two partner organizations are well experienced
with education and diaconal work. The NMS came to Madagascar in 1866
and education was an important part of the organization’s work from the
beginning. Regular schools and Sunday schools were established together
with the mission stations that were built. The mission schools, which later
became the FLM’s schools, have been contributing to the provision of education for children in Madagascar for more than a hundred years, through
shifting policies, governments, and political crises.
The work of the mission organizations in Madagascar in the nineteenth century was pioneer work, and the largest Christian churches in
Madagascar have strong ties to the mission organizations in the country.
The FLM grew out of the work of the Norwegian, American, and French
Lutheran mission organizations. The FLM was established as an independent church in 1950. Education and health care services, which were
part of the diaconal work of the mission organizations, have been continued and expanded by the FLM. The FLM runs hospitals and dispensaries throughout the country, leprosy hospitals, primary and secondary
schools, schools for the blind and visually impaired, schools for the deaf
and hard of hearing, a teacher training college, agricultural schools, a
Bible school for women, a nursing school, a theological school, and
other Bible schools. The FLM is one of the fastest growing Lutheran
churches in the world and has about three million church members,
1,800 congregations, and twenty-four synods.
The FLM has institutions that provide important services for people
in Madagascar. But although the activities are in line with government
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priorities, the government provides modest support. The FLM and
NMS consider themselves to be capable of contributing to Madagascar’s development and education for all, as well as fighting poverty,
injustice, and environmental devastation. They established the Green
Education Program to ensure the continuation of these institutions and
to increase their impact.
There was, and is, a scarcity of qualified teachers in Madagascar, and
heavy tasks rest upon the shoulders of a few professionals. These tasks
include continuously building capacity, making certain that leadership
is considered vital, ensuring the robustness and sustainability of the
institutions, and allowing them to grow. These tasks have also become
the major focus areas of the program.

The program institutions
Nine institutions are included in the Green Education Program, ProVert:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The Department of Lutheran Education, FFL
The Teacher Training College, SFM, in Fandriana
The Department for Education for Deaf, FOFAMA, with seven schools
The Department for Education for Blind, FOFAJA, with four schools
The agricultural school in Tombontsoa
The agricultural school in Fihaonana
The Bible School for Women, FAV Amboaloboka, in Fianarantsoa
The green schools of SHALOM
The green schools of Bara

All these schools and projects were well established before they were included in ProVert. They had qualified expertise and their work showed
good results.

The vision
ProVert is a program that contributes to the goal of providing education
for all. The vision is that every human being will have access to education adapted to their needs – education that allows them to develop
the knowledge and skills to create a good life for themselves and their
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family and contribute to development in the society. ProVert works to
provide such education through green education and green schools.
The program defines “green schools” as inclusive and learner-centred
schools. Green schools should be characterized by a healthy learning
environment that includes learners, parents, and the local community in
learning and development activities. Knowledge of the rich natural heritage of Madagascar, and practical education for sustainable improvement
of the environment and agricultural production, should be included in
all schools and all school subjects. Green schools should be committed
to good governance, democracy, and human rights, and especially the
rights of women, children, and people with disabilities. Education about
nutrition, hygiene, and health care should be given to all learners.
ProVert is a capacity and competence building program. Green education is primarily promoted through existing schools, but the program
has also contributed to building new schools, such as the green schools
in SHALOM and Bara.
ProVert combines the vision of the different institutions included in
the program with a stronger focus on environment and inclusion. The
Teacher Training College (SFM) and the Department of Lutheran Education (FFL) were established to improve the quality of education. The
agricultural schools should provide training to increase production and
income from agricultural products. The schools for the blind and the
deaf work to include children with disabilities in the society, demonstrating that all children have the right to education and the ability to
learn. The green schools in Bara and SHALOM are specially designed
to meet the challenges of people living in remote areas. In ProVert all
these ideals come together:
The programme shall contribute to an improvement of the living conditions of the Malagasy people and, on behalf of locally based, sustainable development processes and a special focus on education, environment and human rights, promote the achievement of the Millennium
Development Goals. (ProVert 2006, p. 5)
To reach the aim of providing relevant education of good quality, and
contribute to education for all in Madagascar, three aspects have been
important:
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1. To establish green schools that demonstrate and develop the idea
of green education. This does not mean building new schools,
but the transformation of existing schools into green schools
with school gardens, composting, tree nurseries, and a clean and
healthy environment with lavatory facilities and opportunities for
physical activity. It implies changing the education provided to
become more learner-centred and inclusive and allow for learners to become more active in the classroom. It also involves more
outdoor education, where theoretical and practical learning are
combined, and where care and concern for the environment is
included in the teaching of regular subjects.
All the institutions included in ProVert have school gardens,
except FFL, which is located in Antananarivo, without access to
land. Through various initiatives, all nine ProVert institutions are
now working to promote green education in primary and secondary schools.
2. To maintain and increase the activities, which for years have been
carried out by the nine institutions in the program. The upkeep of
the schools’ activities depends on the constant search for financing.
ProVert helps to finance everyday activities and to establish sustainable economic structures.
3. To strengthen the nine institutions in ProVert through capacity
building. The first project document (ProVert 2006, p. 6) states
that “[t]he Green Education Program in FLM is first of all a capacity
building programme, which stimulates cooperation and transfer of
competence between the included projects …” A fundamental idea
in the program is that all the institutions have a lot to learn from
each other. Facilitating reciprocal learning is a cost-effective and
sustainable way of building competence. Bringing different professionals together creates opportunities for innovation and new
forms of cooperation.
Another aspect of capacity building is to reinforce the capacity
to advocate important issues towards the government and other
stakeholders. Also, capacity building involves the establishment
or reinforcement of communication with relevant stakeholders
around the schools: school boards, local school authorities, parents’ organizations, farmers, NGOs, etc. Close cooperation with
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local associations and institutions is a prerequisite for the green
schools; it both increases the impact of the schools and make
them more sustainable.

Implementation
When the program was initiated, each of the nine institutions
designated one educational and one environmental advisor to help
implement green education. These advisors, together with the
management, have been responsible for making local adaptations of
the overall goals, writing local curriculum plans, providing training
when needed, and designing physical facilities. A ProVert program
administration has been established, with a manager and advisors,
and the NMS has provided educational and environmental advisors.
Biannual meetings have been carried out, gathering headmasters,
advisors, and accountants from all program institutions. In these
meetings the management and advisors discuss strategic issues,
study green projects at the different schools, and share stories of
difficulties and success with each other. There are often parallel sessions in the meetings. Improved management and harmonization
of management and reporting routines are often on the agenda for
leaders and accountants.
The advisors have developed strategic groups where joint activities
are planned and carried out to promote a learner-centred and inclusive education. The educational advisors have, for example, initiated
competitions at SFM where the teacher-students compete in making
didactic material. The results from the competitions – maps, games,
illustrations and 3D models of organs, homemade rulers, protractors,
compasses, etc. – are exhibited at SFM. The best items were published
in a book with descriptions of how they are made.
A tour of a school located in a remote area is among the activities in
the group of environmental advisors. On this trip, the advisors travel
together and have time to talk, discuss, and plan. At the school they
visit they work together on practical projects that meet the needs of the
school or the local community. Consequently, these tours represent
a social activity for the group, a contribution to the development of a
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school, and an opportunity to build relations with the local community,
all at the same time.
The green education plan is not written down as a separate curriculum, nor as a supplement to the official curriculum. Attempts
to write down curriculum plans for different age groups have been
made, but never completed. Instead, the concept of green education
emerges from meetings, visits, ideas that are shared, and activities
that are demonstrated and copied. In this way, green education is
adapted to the activities at each institution. The activities emphasized vary; and some issues are more important in certain regions
than in others. There are regions in Madagascar where lack of water
is a significant problem that needs to be addressed, and establishing
installations for collecting rainwater is vital for making it possible
to have a school garden. In areas with shortage of water, the planting
and survival of a handful of trees is a great achievement, while plans
for tree nursing and planting should be a lot more ambitious in other
areas. The advisors encourage each other to be ambitious within the
scope of action that exists around each school.

Some challenges
The Green Education Program has institutions that are able to contribute to the achievement of educational and developmental goals, and
there are great demands for the services these institutions provide. Still,
there are limitations to what the organizations are able to coordinate
and carry out. It is important to remember that ProVert cannot handle
more activities than what can be handled by the employees. If new staff
members are recruited, they must be trained by the ones who are already in place. If books are to be written, they must be written by those
who also teach. When meetings are held, teachers are taken away from
their daily work at the schools and assistant teachers have to be recruited. ProVert is a program that supports daily activities at already existing
institutions while also initiating new activities that are expected to add
value to the existing work. It is important to uphold daily activities with
good quality and plan additional activities so that they merge into the
schedule of the schools.
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Some results
The Teacher Training College, SFM, in Fandriana
The Green Education Program has enabled schools to improve core
activities. For the teacher training school, the number of students has
increased since the school was reopened in 1996. Today the school
utilizes its full capacity, with two new classes with teacher-students
training for the primary level, and one class providing training for the
secondary level, entering each year. SFM has prolonged training by one
year, so that the teacher-students now study for one year and spend one
year with practical training in schools, before returning to SFM for one
last semester to write a paper based on a problem they are interested in.
Adding one year to the training has given the students longer periods of
guided practice. This is very useful, as many of the students may be the
only trained teacher at their school when they start to work. The papers
the students write in the last year allow them to work independently
and engage in a problem they have observed during their practical
training. This empowers them to address local challenges and adapt
education to local and individual needs. Importantly, working on the
paper stimulates critical thinking and explorative areas of competency.
At the SFM library one can now find articles that reflect the many challenges Malagasy teachers may face during their professional life.
In addition to incorporating learner-centred pedagogy, inclusion, and
environmental issues into all school subjects, SFM has introduced green
education as a separate subject. The teacher-students learn about health,
nutrition, cooking, sewing, carpentry, agriculture, poultry, composting, etc.
These are areas of competency the students can integrate into their own
teaching when they start working. They can provide training to parents
and the local community, and thereby create a bond between parents
and the school that can convince parents to send their children to school.
Additionally, this area of competency is important for the teacher students
themselves. Many are going to work in remote areas where teacher salaries
are low, and they will need an additional income to be able to make a living. The lack of qualified teachers in the countryside is a huge challenge to
providing education for all in Madagascar. It is an aim of SFM to educate
teachers who can work both in the cities and in the countryside.
The activities at the teacher training school in Fandriana are carried
out in close cooperation with local school authorities in all the districts
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where SFM has students for practical training in schools. The SFM cooperates with the District School Office (CISCO) and government supervisors for practical exams, and many of the students have their practical
training in a government school. The cooperation between SFM and
their nearest CISCOs, in Fandriana and Ambositra, is very good. They
are mutually dependent on each other and treat each other as colleagues. The demand for educated teachers in Madagascar is enormous,
and the work SFM is doing benefits FLM schools, government schools,
and private schools.
Textbook production
Language of instruction is an important but controversial and political issue in Madagascar. French is the main language in education,
although both French and Malagasy are used. Teaching materials and
tests are mainly in French. ProVert favors the use of mother tongue in
education, but the FLM schools work according to national policies
and practice. Textbooks are scarce in Madagascar, and textbooks written in Malagasy are particularly rare. Publishing textbooks in Malagasy
has been a way to advocate this language as the language of instruction. ProVert has published a series of books on agriculture, health,
and nutrition, written by some of the environmental advisors and
teachers from the agricultural schools. The strategic group in pedagogy has published two history books. All the books are in accordance
with the principles of green education, and the books are designed so
they can be used for self study and learning outside the classroom as
well as in the classroom. These history books are made as cartoons
and contain beautiful drawings.
Primary and secondary schools
The Department of Lutheran Education (FFL) is a coordinating unit for
primary and secondary schools in FLM. The FFL supports the schools
in terms of management and pedagogical activities, and advocates the
interests of these schools towards national authorities, other private
school owners, NGOs, and donors.
Primary and secondary schools are included in ProVert through the
FFL. The FFL is the main unit responsible for implementing green education in primary and secondary schools, although they work in close co-
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operation with the other institutions; SFM, the green schools in SHALOM
and Bara, and the ProVert administration in particular. To implement
green education, FFL has chosen thirty-five pilot schools with whom
they work closely. FFL is a coordinating unit, and not a school owner. It is
the local congregation or the synod which is responsible for each school,
when it comes to both financial and school development issues. In the
beginning, FFL spent time informing teachers, school boards, and parent
organizations. A letter of intent was written with each of the pilot schools.
The letters of intent specified activities that the school board, the teachers, the parents, and the FFL would carry out in order to develop the
respective schools into green schools.
When the first project period came to an end, some schools had
received great results from implementing green education, while other
schools had not been able to fulfill their obligations according to the
intent. In the second phase of the project the successful schools were
used as demonstration schools, providing practical, locally adapted
examples of green education to other schools in their district.
One of the demonstration schools is Vohiposa. The school is located
a few kilometres off route 7, between Ambositra and Fianarantsoa.
Vohiposa has been eager to implement green education and work with
school development and was awarded a “green education prize” for its
achievements in 2011. In 2013 the school was used when FFL, SFM, and
ProVert arranged refresher courses for teachers in the Fianarantsoa District, and teachers from surrounding schools came on study trips.
The school works well with the parents’ organization, which also
contributes to the activities at the school. A vegetable garden was
established soon after the project started, and each class has its
own parcel to take care of. There are flower beds serving as decorations throughout the school and a tree nursery where the children
grow trees that they later plant in the surrounding areas. The school
arranges tree planting days that are open to the public, with carnival
and information about deforestation and forest management. When
ProVert started sensitizing primary and secondary schools about
inclusion, the headmaster at Vohiposa spent several days of her free
time mapping the situation of children with disabilities in the district.
It is well known to policymakers that to actually change what teachers
and learners do in a classroom takes time. Teachers tend to do things as
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they are used to despite changes in educational policies. This is also the
case for ProVert. It is easier to establish school gardens than to make a
shift from teacher-centred to learner-centred education. It is easier for
teachers to plant a tree one day and teach mathematics the other, rather
than combining the two into a project with tree planting and mathema
tics. However, through teacher training, given at SFM, in workshops, and
through school visits, teachers are using more songs and games, visual
examples, maps, and illustrations in their teaching to make it more varied, fun, and understandable for the learners.

Inclusion
The FLM has provided education for the blind and deaf for almost one
hundred years. Today FLM has thirteen special schools, and the professional community associated with these schools is unique in Madagascar.
In 2010 the Green Education Program received additional funding to
intensify the work with inclusion, and the program was challenged to
think of other forms of providing education for the blind and deaf. This
additional project and its impact for the schools for deaf and blind is
described in another article in this book, “Inclusion – The ultimate goal
of education?” by Terje Johnsen.
For the special schools, creative teaching has been a necessity
because of the special needs of their learners. The teachers involved
demonstrate a variety of teaching methods and materials as well as formative assessments adapted to individual needs. With their specialized
knowledge and practical experience, the special needs-teachers have
provided inspiration for their colleagues in ordinary schools in reaching the aim of learner-centred pedagogy.
Inclusion was an important issue for the Green Education Program
from the start, but the additional program gave renewed attention to
the problems of exclusion and dropouts. For ordinary teachers and
schools, the additional project led to an increased awareness of the
emotional aspects of exclusion and the different factors that lead to
exclusion from education. Exclusion is not only related to impairments;
it is also related to poverty, early pregnancies, tribal issues, periods of
illness, etc. The focus on inclusion through the additional project has
increased the attention given to children who are not in school.

Promoting Green Education for All in Madagascar

111

Where will the path lead for the green schools?
Green education entered the global agenda with the United Nations
Conference on the Environment and Development in 1992 and was followed-up with the United Nations Decade for Sustainable Development
under the leadership of UNESCO. Environmental education is important in rich as well as in poor countries; we are all facing the threats of
climate change. It is likely that green education will receive more attention all over the world and also in Madagascar. It is our hope that the
government in Madagascar, along with other organizations working in
the field of education, will take an interest in green education and that
the Green Education Program can encourage such a development.
Over time the FLM and NMS have gained a good reputation because of
their competency. The institutions in ProVert have built up a strong network around their activities, and they continue to establish networks and
partnerships to support their activities. The ProVert administration advocates for the program and the program institutions in relevant forums.
The program provides workshops, meetings, and conferences where
local and national authorities are invited. During the last years, ProVert
has provided important development opportunities for professionals in
education at a time when the sector is somewhat paralyzed because of the
political crisis and lack of clear policy guidelines and funding.
There are many examples where education about environmental
challenges has led to changes in attitudes, practices, and skills that can
mitigate environmental problems. The additional project of encouraging inclusion has also been a success. The people involved, their competence and dedication, are ProVert’s most valuable assets. As ProVert
continues its work, it will be vital to increase cooperation between
primary, secondary, and agricultural schools to support regular teachers and school leaders with knowledge and skills to carry out green,
outdoor projects that combine practical and theoretical learning. The
program has a huge potential to positively impact individuals, local
communities, national authorities, and national policies.
Literature:
ProVert (2006). Program Document, Green Education Program in FLM, ProVert
(unpublished document, available from Digni upon request)
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Vocational Training in the
Context of Development
To date, a significant global effort has been made to ensure that child
ren can enjoy the right to education, as called for in the Millennium
Development Goals. Investments in infrastructure, teaching materials,
teacher training, and mobilization have resulted in nearly 90% of the
world’s children receiving primary education. Higher education has
also been the object of renewed focused. But what is the situation with
regard to vocational training?
The value of the basic competence acquired through primary school
is fundamental, both for the individual and for the society as a whole.
Nevertheless, the time has come to ask the question: What’s next?
Higher academic education cannot be the only solution. In fact, there
are very few jobs to which higher academic education is the best or
most established route. The need to focus more attention on providing
vocational training is urgent.

Some experiences
In developing countries, vocational training programs diverge in all directions, and especially two areas should be kept in mind as a backdrop
for future reflections:
Market adaptation and innovation
Many vocationally focused educational projects and institutions have
maintained close ties with the business world, which is in need of
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skilled workers. Especially in agricultural and technological/mechani
cal fields, the need for skilled professionals and artisans has been
evident. The Lutheran Church in Madagascar has been providing agricultural education for farmers for fifty years. Some of the beneficiaries
now constitute the base of a business sector in which technical know
ledge, as well as self-taught skills, is recognized and in demand. At the
same time, there has been a great need for skilled professionals, such
as auto mechanics, iron workers, carpenters, etc. Other projects have
focused on training in small scale production skills, which will enable
beneficiaries to earn an income in addition to the household’s primary
sources of income, through activities such as furniture making, sewing
and embroidering, food processing and sales, etc. These activities do
not only satisfy the needs of an existing market; they have also been
innovative, forming the base for new economic activities and contributing to local economic development.
Institutionalization, sustainability, and stagnation
Many vocational training projects have become bulky institutions
unable to survive without considerable transfers of resources from external sources. Expensive infrastructure and personnel, along with poor
students with little capacity to pay their own way, have given rise to
high fixed costs and little economic self-sufficiency. Many institutions
form their own production and business units with the goal of teaching
through hands-on experience and earning income for the project at
the same time. But quite often, these units incur additional costs and
put balance sheets in the red. Furthermore, many institutions have not
kept pace with the industries and specialties they teach. The reasons
for this include the recruitment of students based on non-academic
motives, teaching staff that lack professional skills, and greater focus
on internal affairs (organizational issues) than adapting to and creating
an impact on the market in a continually changing environment.

The need for vocational training
The need for vocational training, professionalization, and skills develop
ment is very evident among our partners in the South.
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Businesses and local services
Increased purchasing power and the spread of public services have
created an enormous need for qualified labor in almost every field.
Today’s labor market demands a much wider and deeper range of skills
than before, whether in the field of auto repair, caring for the sick, or
producing quality food products. Given the improvements in communi
cations and mobility, markets have turned to the short-term solution
of importing immigrant labor rather than building up a foundation for
creating wealth and building society locally.
Variations in secondary education
As more and more students complete their primary education, the
question arises: Education for what? Sending everyone down the road
of theoretical/academic education would not be a good strategy. In
building up the public and private sectors, the need for brilliant minds,
good hands, and swift feet will never end. But good education systems
must be built, which offer sufficiently broad and varied education, to
satisfy the diversity of tasks and challenges that the future requires.
Entrepreneurialism
Many businesses in the South are characterized by short production
chains, where an individual professional manages everything from production to distribution to marketing and sales of the finished product.
The strength of this model lies in its close ties to the community –
local ownership, roots, and support – which is by far the most important building block of economically stable communities. Nevertheless,
in order to confront the challenges posed by such diverse operations,
a range of abilities is required. Increasing productivity, efficiency, and
economic development necessitates a wide-ranging, dynamic focus,
based on demand and on the technical and professional challenges
faced by the entrepreneur/business-owner over short and long terms.
Innovation and technology
Industrial and professional practice in the South tends to rely on the
Western technology of yesterday. This is creating a vicious cycle in
which locally owned businesses in the South struggle with sub-optimal
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and poorly adapted technology and less efficient and less profitable
production processes. Innovators in the South must build confidence
and self-esteem in order to not be blinkered to see only that which
already exists, but rather to creatively and imaginatively use the best of
existing technology and synthesize it with local technology adapted to
the prevailing economic, socio-cultural, and environmental conditions.
In practice, knowledge is required for evaluating and optimizing the
resources used in production, and for managing those resources, the
natural environment, and production and marketing processes.

Future challenges
How can we contribute to a new push for vocational and professio
nal training in the South? I would like to emphasize the following
challenges:
Market-oriented flexibility
For the education to be relevant and sustainable, projects and institutions must maintain close ties to the market and relevant industries.
This will ensure that the experience and the final product are in demand, and thus, that upon graduation, students will be able to support
themselves by exercising the profession they’ve learned.
It’s equally important for the education to adequately cover current
challenges and tendencies in the market and to help develop the skills
and abilities that will be in demand in the near future. This can prove
to be an incredibly demanding exercise for partners who have focused
to a great extent on theoretical and organizational abilities.
Pedagogical emphasis:
Vocational and professional training is successful in proportion to the
extent to which teaching integrates theoretical reflection with the practical matters of daily work. Too often, theory and classroom teaching
are perceived as “learning”, while practical exercise is seen as “work”.
Pedagogical models for vocational and professional training must
remain firm in their recognition that practical experience is not secondary, but rather constitutes the foundation for systematic learning

118

Vocational Training

of skills that integrates the theoretical knowledge taught in classrooms.
This requires an educational program that is adapted to:
•
•
•
•

Variations in climate and market conditions (appropriate timing)
Geography and mobility requirements (appropriate place)
Fluctuations in demand (appropriate product)
Links with experienced professionals/economic sector (appropriate
personnel)

Vocational and professional training should be characterized in general
by an understanding of the value of “tacit” knowledge – that is, know
ledge that is not written down, but rather resides in professionals’ fingers
and backbones. Traditionally, the “master–apprentice” relationship
has been the stage for this type of knowledge transfer. As processes are
institutionalized, attempts should be made to facilitate similar learning
contexts.
Training – entrepreneurialism:
There is a huge difference between driving a car and being a chauffeur,
between planting seeds and being a farmer, or between looking after
the sick and being a nurse. The difference lies in the internalization
of the activities carried out or the profession exercised. Traditionally,
one’s profession was inherited: Most people were permanent apprenti
ces in the company of older members of their family or clan, and often
these relationships were reinforced through rites and myths that wove
a social network around the profession and those who practiced it.
Professional education involves training in specific topics, including integrating technical and professional skills and the characteristics of the
profession in question. In practice, this is expressed through ownership and pride in one’s product, in the contentment of satisfied clients,
in the focus on long-term development and investments, etc. There are
many reasons to believe that these elements grow from the bottom up,
from the base of people “on the ground floor”, rather than from the
centre or top down from theoretical/academic postures.
———
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Vocational training has often been perceived as inferior to theoretical
education. But knowing, as we do, what the development of the market
has contributed to the building of sustainable societies in the South,
we should make sure to contribute to a new and strengthened focus on
vocational training and professional development in education.

Jakob Vea was a teacher at Tombontsoa Agricultural School in Madagascar
in 1970–1973 and 1980–1983. He also served as director of the FAFAFI agricultural extension service and Tsarafototra Agricultural School, and as coordinator for the development department in the Malagasy Lutheran Church.

The Impact of Tombontsoa
Agricultural School in Madagascar
The Norwegian Mission Society (NMS) began work in Madagascar in
1867, and from the beginning education and training were important
parts of their work. Primary education for children was very important
for the Christian missions in Madagascar before France’s colonization
of the country, as the Queen’s government wanted all children to go
to school. After Madagascar became a French colony, the education of
children became much more difficult for the missions as the colonial
government imposed rigid restrictions on what the missions could do.
Thus, the number of children in mission/church schools fell sharply. But
even up to 1960, when the country once again became independent, NMS
together with the Malagasy Lutheran Church (MLC) continued to build
schools and strengthen their educational efforts through primary and
secondary schools and various vocational training centres. As early as in
1892, NMS had established a centre for wood and iron work and agriculture in Ambohimasina. While this was not continued in the colonial
period, other centres were created in other areas like Vaingandrano and
Antsirabe. Seventy years after the first attempt, the MLC established a
new agricultural school at Antsirabe called Tombontsoa, founded in 1962.

Education and training in dairy farming at Tombontsoa
The first students graduated from Tombontsoa in 1965, and I became a
teacher there in 1973. This school was set up to provide basic theoretical
and practical training to rural youth in agriculture and animal husbandry –
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in other words, to train them to become capable farmers during a tenmonth-long course. The number of students who finished this course
was, on average, 37.4 from 1965 to 1983. In 1984 the number doubled, and
then surpassed 100 in the years that followed. Around 2005, the school
established a second course, offering deeper studies and giving the
students an official technician’s diploma. For this course the school also
employs external teachers on an hourly basis, and the students pay more
than what they do for the basic training. This has increased the revenue
of the school significantly and at least partly secured its sustainability.
The number of students in this course alone has surpassed 100.
In addition to offering training at the school, Tombontsoa also
developed a program for following up former students. The school personnel worked very hard to maintain this follow-up program, but this
proved a heavy burden for the teachers on top of classroom teaching
and farm management. Around 1980 it was concluded that both the advisory services for former students and extension services for farmers
in general were not functioning satisfactory. The school proposed setting up a new rural extension service. With support from the Lutheran
World Federation (LWF) in Geneva this was established in 1985 with the
name FAFAFI. Consequently, Tombontsoa was relieved of this additio
nal task, and former students eventually became assets in the extension
services as voluntary field assistants. Over time FAFAFI became an effective development promoter both for former students and the farmers in
general, and they it also promoted the supply of farm inputs. We have
now seen several examples of sons and daughters of former students
entering the school.
In 1965 Tombontsoa imported the first dairy cattle from Norway
(Norwegian Red – NRF) to Madagascar to improve the country’s milk
production. This was a success, and to strengthen this sector the Malagasy government arranged for an important research and extension
service at Antsirabe called FIFAMANOR. This research station continued
to import NRF cattle from 1972 onwards. An effective veterinary service
was set up with local and expatriate vets. This proved effective, because
the vets visited the farmers and treated their animals when called upon.
Other actors have also employed efforts on a lesser scale in the area,
but these two institutions, FIFAMANOR and Tombontsoa, have contri
buted tremendously to the development of Madagascar’s dairy sector.
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From 1987 to 1990 I studied the development of milk production in
the highlands of Madagascar. Below are some important observations
based on a report from my research there.

The increase in marketed milk over the years
In 1988 there were 122,928 families or approximately 21,900 farmers in
Vakinankaratra, and 17% said they were dairy farmers. Farmers who
had studied at Tombontsoa and/or had been informed and assisted by
extension agencies reported productions between 4,500 and 5,000 liters
in 1988. With an average of 3.1 cows, this yields an annual production
per cow from 1,500 to 1,600 liters. Other farmers produced only half
of that, approximately 790–830 liters in 1987, according to their own
information. Of course, there are large variations within the two groups.
I personally visited a former student at Tombontsoa in Antsirabe whose
best cow produced over 7,000 liters in a calendar year!
From the available information on the total quantity of milk marketed in Vakinankaratra, we observe the following figures (Vea 1991):
Year

1960

1970

1975

1980

1985

1987

1990

Million liters

1.1

1.7

1.9

2.6

4.1

5.9

10*

* Estimate

Later estimates reveal that the production of marketed milk reached
thirty million liters by 2000. As is clearly demonstrated in these results,
there has been a dramatic increase in production. When considering
that the national economy as a whole experienced a dramatic downturn
during the same period, the large increase in milk production is a very
significant achievement that can be credited to all the agencies that
educated and trained farmers, but primarily to Tombontsoa and FIFA
MANOR. It is also important to note that this increase in production has
been at the hand of small family farms.
Breeding practices
In the beginning, Tombontsoa was challenged with sizable difficulties
in obtaining good dairy cattle. The only available stock were low-productive Friesian or Normand crossbreds with local zebu. Tombontsoa
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then chose to import ten pregnant heifers and one bull in 1965. These
first Norwegian red cattle became the starting point for NRF in Madagascar and a great stimulus for dairy farming development. With only
the imported purebred bull at hand, inbreeding within the herd became a problem after some years. However, around 1970 frozen semen
became available from Norway, and the problem was resolved.
FIFAMANOR imported 141 young NRF calves by plane from Norway
in 1972. As they came into production, they also were inseminated with
frozen semen from Norway. Thus, from these two centres the NRFbreed of dairy cattle slowly dispersed into the countryside.
Artificial insemination was not practical for most farmers until 1988.
To improve their stock, natural mating was the only practical method.
At that time 40% of farmers used mating stations, which worked very
well for the farmers’ needs. However, the sharp increase in the number
of matings after 1974 suggests, the mating stations did not really make
an impact on the production until after FIFAMANOR involved itself in
setting up these stations. The simplicity and quality of the program
have been important for its success (Vea 1991).
Year

1950

1960

1966

1970

1974

1976

No.

1147

963

785

929

2263

4274

Year

1978

1980

1982

1984

1986

No.

4672

3809

4054

5305

6212

No.: Number of matings.

According to our observations for 1988, some 13% of the cattle that
belonged to dairy farmers and some 5% of all cattle in Vakinankaratra
were NRF crossbreeds or NRF. These figures are a good indication of the
number of dairy cows in the region. My own evaluation found roughly
2,500 purebred NRF and more than 6,000 crossbreeds in 1988, all a result
of the importation in 1965 and the training undertaken by Tombontsoa
and FIFAMANOR.
Cultivation of fodder crops
In 1988 some 80% of the dairy farmers still did not cultivate fodder
crops. The continuing dependence on low-quality feeds, such as
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natural pastures, demonstrated that the adoption of better feeding
practices had not kept pace with the increase in the number of dairy
cattle in the area. But roughly 5% of farmers abstained from using
the very poor natural pastures as food for their dairy cows. Rice is
central to the agriculture of most Malagasy farmers. So when we
discovered that one of our former students began using one of his
rice fields for fodder crops for his milking cows, we concluded that
a culture of professional milk production had finally taken root.
This illustrates that change is possible, but also that it demands
continuous efforts over long periods of time in order to change
farmers’ attitudes, because promoting development means inducing cultural changes.

Lessons for other NGOs
Based on our experience with vocational training in Tombontsoa, it
is crucial to provide practical training in combination with theory, in
order to acquire the skills needed do a professional job.
Farming is a very complex profession, covering many different
subjects. To be able to meet the needs of the students, the school
must be very conscious about the pedagogy and methods it offers.
The number of subjects or activities taught must be balanced against
the quality of what can be delivered within the institution’s time and
capacity constraints. Another question that should be considered,
is the targeted level of capital and labor intensity. Even within poor
countries some periods may experience insufficient labor, whereas
capital is always in need. Risks of all kinds must also be objectively
evaluated and prepared for, specifically in circumstances where resources are lacking or costly.
It should also be mentioned that all the textbooks used in the program were developed at Tombontsoa, in the Malagasy language. Most
students came from rural areas and had poor knowledge of French.
Therefore, available textbooks in French could not be used. When preparing the books we used the available Malagasy words and definitions
and referred to the present-day situation in the countryside. This was
an additional task for the teachers, but it has proved very valuable in
educating rural students.
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Our efforts at Tombontsoa also show that the conditions for enrollment in a vocational training school should be open to youth of different origins, social classes, faiths, etc. The presence of youth of different
ethnic groups has enriched the students’ social development.
Local ownership and sustainability
It has been generally accepted that local ownership is one of the major
decisive elements for a project’s success or failure. In spite of this, there
are numerous examples where donors initiate projects without having
secured this element of project planning. Tombontsoa is a very good
example of a project where the local owner, in this case the Northern
Synod of MLC, and the participating partners did not have the same understanding of the definition of local ownership and authority. This has
caused some conflicts over the years on how to run the school. However,
following continuous deliberations in the school board and synod meetings between the leaders of the synod and school, the involved parties
have now come to a common understanding. This has made cooperation
easier and has strengthened the school’s sustainability.
Often ownership conflicts arise due to the cultural changes involved
in the project. Development cooperation often entails the adoption of
a new philosophy or technology, requiring agents of different cultures
to adapt to a common regime. In my research I concluded that agricultural projects must be planned as long-term projects. This observation is widely supported. “Even if a project is limited in time, analysis
and planning should have a long term perspective. One should think
in decades, not years,” said historian Jarle Simensen in a seminar on
technology transfer to developing countries, hosted by the Norwegian
council for applied social science research (NORAS) in Trondheim, 1991.
In my view, it is obvious that mission societies and churches, who
usually spend many years with their partners once cooperation is established, are better placed to cope with the cultural complications that
may arise in development cooperation than governments or big international organizations that often work on a short-term basis.
Working with gender
In 1985, after LWF contributed to the construction of a girls’ hostel at
Tombontsoa, the school also started to recruit girls as students. This
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has enriched the student environment and has also enabled couples
to study together. For some, this has been beneficial and will likely
facilitate future cooperation across gender lines and the promotion of
women in the local society. Both girls and boys in difficult economic
situations have been offered to stay up to one year at the school after
graduation. They are provided with housing and a limited place to produce vegetables and raise piglets. Sometimes, paid jobs are offered. The
opportunity to practice skills and save up funds before returning home
to take up farming has been highly valued by the students.
Opportunities to influence official policy
When the school was established there was a good relationship with the
government, which supported Tombontsoa with the construction of a
dam and a canal bringing water to irrigate the school’s rice fields. The
government also supported the school by seconding a teacher. Since then
the financial support has been phased out, but a positive cooperation
with the government has been maintained. In 2004 the MLC was invited
to contribute proposals to the national development plan. At that time,
the MLC had just completed its own development policy, a document
destined to be a handbook/guide for its personnel in the development
sector and other church employees. The invitation from the government
was shared with all the synods. The MLC merged the suggestions from
the synods into one document and passed it on to the government. Of
course, there were several contributors to the final “Malagasy Action
Plan” presented by the government in 2005, but it was still satisfying to
note that much of the content corresponded well with the proposals
from the synods and the church’s own policy document. Unfortunately,
the revolution in 2009 has halted the progress aimed for in this plan.
Literature
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Kjell-Einar Barreth († 2014) was a Norwegian media scholar and
journalist. During his many years in Bolivia, he coordinated academic
and social development projects, organized academic programs for Norwegian students, apart from being involved in the local church ministry.

Communication for Change:
Lessons Learned from Implementing Four Master’s Programs in
Communication in Bolivia
From 2004 to 2012, I worked at the Universidad San Francisco Xavier in
Sucre, Bolivia, as a local coordinator for an international development
project. The project consisted of implementing master’s programs
in Intercultural Communication for Development in several cities in
Bolivia. In this article, I present the project from my perspective as a
local coordinator. I also draw on my observations from these master’s
programs as a lecturer in Communication Theory and Research Writing, in addition to my experience in other development projects in
Bolivia through Fundación Avida. For those interested in further and
perhaps more “objective” information regarding the implementation of
these master’s programs, I would recommend the external evaluation
report from July 2013, which can be obtained by contacting Digni (Yapu
and Leifsen 2013).

Project background
For the last decade, Bolivia has gone through a cultural and political
revolution, especially since 2006, when Evo Morales was inaugurated
as the country’s first indigenous president. The historically underprivi
leged and marginalized indigenous peoples are now fully recognized
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as such in the new political constitution and have achieved greater
political influence, both nationally and locally. However, building a
new nation where there is real understanding, tolerance, and cooperation between cultures, and where huge economic gaps are diminished,
takes much more than just passing laws. Thus, as an intent to support
the nation-building process that was bound to come, the NLA University College in Norway1 was contacted in 2003 by the Universidad San
Francisco Xavier (USFX) in Sucre, with the request to participate in
planning and implementing a master’s program in Communication for
Development. In turn, the NLA University College inquired whether the
Norwegian Mission Alliance would be interested in joining this effort by
offering finances and qualified academic input, as part and parcel of the
Norwegian contribution.
An agreement of cooperation was reached, and a pilot project was
undertaken in 2004, coinciding and integrated with the university’s
first version of the degree program (2004–2005). The second version
(2006–2007) was classified and approved as a development project by
Bistandsnemnda (now Digni) and the Norwegian Mission Alliance as
the operator, and with the NLA University College serving as the coordinator in providing academic and other inputs. The main idea of the
master’s project was to train highly skilled Bolivian professionals who
would be able to make favorable decisions for the development of the
“new” Bolivia in the various areas of communication. The cooperating
institutions understood that communicators and journalists would
play a crucial part in this nation-building process. Moreover, some of
the most important obstacles that must be overcome to improve living
conditions for poor people in Bolivia are related to the unfavorable economic and social structures endured by the indigenous people in rural
areas. The country’s decision-makers are best positioned to change
these structures, and the idea behind the program was to train some of
these decision-makers.
Furthermore, in terms of the graduate profile, one of the key aspects
of the program, apart from academic excellence, has been to develop
in every student a sensibility towards the intercultural reality that
1. On 1 January 2013, Gimlekollen School of Journalism and Communication
merged with two other institutions to form the NLA University College.
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surrounds them every day in Bolivia, a sensibility that will influence
the way they make decisions and perform their tasks at work. This first
program (2004–2005) was implemented with around thirty-five students
in the city of La Paz. However, from the second program onwards, a
stronger, more decentralized focus was adopted, giving priority to some
of the least developed regions in Bolivia. Thus, the program was implemented in the cities of Sucre, Tarija, and Oruro. In 2008 the program
was slightly changed and renamed the Master’s Program in Intercultural Communication. In addition to incorporating the observations and
recommendations given by the evaluation team, the University of Agder
was added to the group of cooperating institutions from then on. In
sum, fruitful international cooperation led to the creation of a total of
four master’s programs from 2004 to 2012.

Development characteristics
Every partner in this development project has been well aware from
the beginning that this educational program would not be targeting
the most needy people in Bolivia. Rather, the project was aimed first
and foremost at individuals with a bachelor’s degree, which, in the
Bolivian context, also means that the program does not include many
people of a rural or indigenous background. Nevertheless, the project
was justified with the idea that these individuals would become the
leaders that Bolivia needs for improving the difficult living conditions
for the poor. This does not mean, however, that the students came
from high-class, rich families (who normally choose to send their
English/German-speaking children to study abroad). Rather, we are
talking about middle-class students, with one important factor in
common: Without the scholarship, they would not have been able
afford the master program.
Another important characteristic is the fact that this was never a
program run, “owned”, or implemented by an international (Norwegian) institution. This was a fully recognized Bolivian program, administered and “owned” by the USFX and approved by the Comité Ejecutivo
de la Universidad Boliviana (The Bolivian University’s Executive Committee) on a national level. This is an important aspect, which I will
elaborate on in more detail below.
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Before doing so, let us examine how these four master’s programs
were organized in terms of “who did what”. USFX is the leading university
in Bolivia with regard to postgraduate studies, at least historically. For
nearly thirty years, postgraduate studies at USFX have been administered
through a separate, specialized research and postgraduate centre called
CEPI (Centro de Estudios de Posgrado e Investigación). Apart from the
master’s programs in Intercultural Communication for Development
(combining the two titles), this centre runs some sixty other master’s programs all over Bolivia, in addition to other postgraduate programs.
From a “Western” perspective it may seem strange that the implementation of postgraduate programs is not tightly linked with their
respective undergraduate studies, but are instead organized by a
separate unit (although the program initiative normally comes from
the faculty or the department). There are several culturally specific
reasons for why the university has chosen this operating method. To
start with, postgraduate programs in Bolivia are viewed as separate
academic activities operating on their own. The program of course
has to meet several academic requirements, but it does not need to
follow the regular academic calendar, for example, which in Bolivia
starts in February and ends in November.
Furthermore, a postgraduate program at USFX needs to be self-sustaining; it needs to have a relatively high tuition rate to be able to cover administrative expenses, lecturer salaries, etc. This makes it quite different from
undergraduate studies at USFX (or at any public university in Bolivia),
where education is free (at least in theory). Thus, a two-year master’s
degree at USFX will normally cost from US$2,300 to US$4,000.
Another characteristic of Bolivia’s postgraduate programs is the fact
that there is no permanent academic staff. Instead, lecturers, tutors, etc.
are hired from all over Bolivia and from abroad, on a short-term contract
to do a specific job, like teaching one particular class or subject.
In my experience, however, the most important benefit of not being
part of the regular university system is that the postgraduate programs
can run without being interrupted by the social and political problems
and conflicts that are typical, and often harmful, for Bolivia’s universities and society in general. While student occupation of faculty buildings and hunger strikes have caused delays in many undergraduate
courses, most postgraduate programs have been able to run as planned,
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staying clear of these “obstacles”. Taking into account the international
nature of many of these programs (foreign lecturers, foreign economic
support, etc.), with stricter deadlines and tougher academic goals, this
benefit is extremely important.
Despite what I consider to be a necessary separation from the regular university, the way postgraduate programs are organized at USFX is
not universally agreed upon, especially not at some of the largest faculties. Despite a 70/30 split of a postgraduate program’s profit (70% goes
back to the faculty, 30% stays at CEPI), the deans of most departments
and faculties would like to receive a higher percentage. This discontentment has led to a decentralization of postgraduate studies, where each
faculty is supposed to organize a postgraduate centre and implement
their own program. CEPI will now concentrate more on monitoring and
approving programs, apart from implementing their own programs
and programs outside Sucre.
Although this plan was put in place three to four years ago, the faculties
have not yet been able to organize small postgraduate centres or implement many of their own postgraduate programs. Many have told me about
the difficulties of organizing these programs as a faculty member, since in
Bolivia these programs require a different type of management compared
to undergraduate programs, as explained above.

The nature of the international cooperation
With this information in mind, in what ways have the Norwegian institutions contributed to these projects? Basically, we are referring to four
aspects of support.
The first mode of support; design of the academic program
The NLA University College and the University of Agder helped to design
the academic program, both generally and specifically for each subject,
thus ensuring that it followed international academic standards. One
example is the relation between the syllabus (i.e. the literature list) and
credits. In Bolivian universities, it is not common to base program content on literature lists, even in postgraduate programs. At USFX, credits
are only based on hours in class, and reading and research hours. Introducing this new idea was something CEPI highly appreciated, especially

Communication for Change

133

since it gives a better picture of what is really covered in the master’s
program. Unfortunately, USFX has not yet been able to implement this
approach in other postgraduate programs.
Another example of international input that the Norwegian institutions brought to the academic program, first and foremost through the
evaluation team, was the idea of starting work on the master’s thesis from
the beginning of the program instead of at the end. For any coordinator
of a postgraduate program in Bolivia, getting more than a handful of students to actually finish their thesis and graduate is a huge challenge. One
aspect of the problem is related to the fact that thesis writing is the final
part of the program, when there are no classes and no natural meeting
points between the students themselves or between the students and the
teaching staff. The result is often that the students lose their motivation
or become stuck on their reading or writing.
Although this new model where thesis writing and classes operate
simultaneously caused other problems – for instance, some students
frequently changed their thesis topic as they became exposed to new
and interesting ideas in different classes – it turned out to be a useful
way of developing the thesis. In fact, as soon as the CEPI directors understood the benefits of this new model, they started to implement it in
every postgraduate program they ran.
The second mode of support; literature
As mentioned above, literature is not usually an important part of university studies in Bolivia, even at the postgraduate level. Consequently,
the library resources at USFX are not very sophisticated or specialized. If this specific master’s program were to be based on syllabi and
literature lists, it would be absolutely essential to allocate finances for
establishing a specialized library that covers three topics: communication, development, and intercultural studies. Thus, each lecturer, in
addition to presenting thematic content, had to add a list of books he
or she wanted us to buy for his or her class.
The third mode of support; scholarships
Since the immediate target group for the program was journalists,
communication professionals, and NGO workers, we knew before we
started that the program’s cost had to be quite low for these indivi
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duals to afford it. Even so, because we wanted to offer the program in
small, “forgotten” cities like Sucre, Oruro, and Tarija, where opportunities like this do not exist, scholarships were needed. At the same
time, we wanted the students to make their own contributions as well,
since people tend to place more value in the things they pay for. In
addition, if each student received half a scholarship, more students
would benefit. Thus, the rates were set to US$2,300 for the program
and US$1,000 for the scholarship, meaning that each student had to
raise US$1,300.
The fourth mode of support; lecturers
Support came by providing 30% of the lecturers. The international share
of lecturers did not necessarily have to be foreigners (non-Bolivians), but
they had to be part of the international partners’ network. In particular,
the Norwegian Mission Alliance’s network includes many Bolivians with
excellent academic backgrounds who have contributed enormously to
the program.
When it comes to how each specific class was divided between classroom teaching, reading, and exams, we tried to find a system that would
accommodate people with full-time jobs while ensuring the academic
standards at the same time. Thus, we opted for a system where class
was taught on weekends (two weekends for each class), Friday evening,
Saturday all day, and Sunday for three-quarters of the day. After the final
lecture, the students received an essay assignment, which they were supposed to hand in four weeks later. This form of examination was chosen
in order to “force” the students to practice academic writing and as a
way of ensuring they had covered the literature for the course.
At the time of our programs, CEPI offered some of their postgraduate programs online, especially programs in education. This allowed
CEPI to lower the cost of the program and reach more people. Nevertheless, because of the nature of our program, especially the desire to
mould students into reflective leaders of the country, we decided to run
all four programs as classroom-based courses. Another reason for this
decision was that we were not quite sure as to what extent our students
possessed enough self-discipline for an online master’s program. After
eight to ten years of running the programs, we can agree that we made
the right decision.
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Academic challenges
In this section, I will focus on the most significant academic challenges
we have encountered in this education project.
First, since Bolivian university studies are not normally based on
literature and readings, as mentioned above, it has been difficult to
introduce the master’s students to the idea of research writing and the
use of referencing.
Another related problem we encountered was the fact that the Bolivian bookstores, even specialized academic bookstores, did not have more
than two or three copies of each title. Since we offered the program in
three different cities, we needed fifteen copies of each title, which we
soon discovered was not possible. Also, it was a real problem to obtain
the relevant literature in time before classes began.
Another challenge had to do with the fact that we ran classes in
three different cities at the same time: Sucre, Tarija, and Oruro. This
way of organizing the program represented a real challenge for the
lecturers coming from abroad (Norway), because it meant they had to
teach three weeks without a break (four academic hours every night
and eight hours Saturday and Sunday). This also caused difficulties
for some of the students who were not able to participate in the evenings from Monday to Friday. However, we could not ask a lecturer
from Norway to only teach weekends and thus having to stay in the
country for six weeks.
Another unforeseen challenge was the difficulty of coordinating and
supervising the academic content provided by each lecturer, apart from
the few sentences outlined about each subject in the academic project.
The practice in Bolivia is that a lecturer is given a good deal of autonomy when it comes to his or her class, and it turned out to be quite
difficult to change this academic culture.

A successful project
Since there are always many uncertainties and unpredictable challenges,
a development project will never be perfect. But the aim always has to be
to strive for perfection. I believe that every partner in this project shared
this goal, and that is why I am so pleased to say that these master’s
programs have been quite successful. There is evidence to support this
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positive assessment, including external evaluation reports and objective
comparisons with similar programs.
It has always been difficult for most master’s programs in Bolivia to
compel their students to graduate, especially because of the difficulty
of thesis writing. It is quite typical that only 10%–20% of students manage to graduate. I have taught communication classes in other master’s
programs run by CEPI, where just a few students graduated. The same
situation seems to be true for other universities in Bolivia. That is why
we feel we have “cracked the code” on how to implement master’s programs in Bolivia, because around 50% of our students have managed to
graduate. The percentage is somewhat lower for the most recent programs, because students are still handing in their theses for evaluation
and defence, even if the program is officially completed. Nevertheless,
the relatively high percentage (61.6% as of April 2014) of students who
have completed the course requirements and are permitted to hand in
and defend their thesis for the last two programs paints a more positive
picture of the situation.
In the final external evaluation conducted in 2013, there is a part at
the end that deals with the impact of the project, where the evaluation
team makes the following conclusion:
[Among the students] we clearly find a personal sensitivity towards
intercultural communication … Learning from the exchange of academic
knowledge between Bolivian and Norwegian teachers has been highly
valued. The students have witnessed and partaken in intercultural
communication and this leaves imprints on all of them … [and especially] those who work in radio and other media seem to employ the new
knowledge in “intercultural communication”. The program undoubtedly contributes to a reorientation and also a thematic initiation of the
students. The repercussions of this could be seen in teaching and also in
people’s work in social institutions such as NGOs … Almost all those interviewed have affirmed that the master’s program has been very useful
in strengthening and actualizing their personal and professional lives.
(Yapu and Leifsen 2013, summarized by the author).
Apart from these “objective” criteria, students and staff also express a
high degree of satisfaction.
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Finally, one of the main goals for a development program like this
is meeting the desire for competence building at the universities in the
country where the program is implemented. In this case, this goal has
been achieved in at least two ways. Firstly, many of the students were
part of the academic staff teaching communication at one of the local
universities in La Paz, Oruro, Tarija, or Sucre. Most of them only held a
bachelor’s degree, and some of them held a Master’s in Education. One
can imagine the effect on the quality of the teaching and the working
environment when several of the staff in a department suddenly must
count on the knowledge and experience represented by a postgraduate
degree. Secondly, as I mentioned above, our programs have become
model programs at CEPI, at least in terms of how research and thesis
writing are organized.

Important lessons
It is probably too early to tell to what extent the implemented postgraduate programs have been successful. It also probably depends on who
you ask. However, it is interesting to reflect on the factors that have
made this project, at least to some extent, successful. What important
principles of development projects can we highlight among these factors? In the discussion below, I will refer to two principles I have seen
when working in this project. Based on my experience in working with
development projects on an operational level, I will focus on the essential factors that make a development project successful.
First, any international NGO or academic institution with a desire
to improve living conditions in Bolivia must cooperate with a local
institution that works with the government and knows how things work
in the country. This is important because a) the general purpose of a
project should always be to contribute to the implementation of the
government’s development plan, and b) the local people, who know the
culture from the inside, must implement the project. In other words,
for a development project to be successful, it is not enough to be moved
by encountering needy children in a third-world country and go home
to raise money. Foreigners need to cooperate with and work through a
local institution. It is also important to be pretty familiar with the staff,
the owners, and the institution itself.
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As mentioned earlier, these master’s programs were all owned by
USFX, a public university in Sucre with 390 years of history. There is an
established structure for postgraduate programs at this university, and
the university has a good reputation, at least within Bolivia. This university possessed the accreditation, infrastructure, experience, contact
network, etc., that was needed for this project.
Second, since one of the main academic topics in these master’s
programs was intercultural studies, it was quite interesting to observe
that implementing this international project was a real-life experiment
in interculturality itself. One of the main reasons the local staff in all
implicated units of USFX expressed such deep satisfaction with this
project and its international partners is that everyone has acknowledged
an intercultural atmosphere surrounding the project activities (planning,
implementation, and evaluation). Norwegian institutions have always
treated USFX as a real partner from the beginning of the project. Importantly, they have allowed USFX to play its crucial role as the project owner.
This is not always the case in development projects, not even for the
USFX and CEPI. As an illustration, I will mention an offer CEPI received
from a university in Spain. This university had created a postgraduate
program in tropical medicine and was curious if CEPI was interested
in implementing it in Bolivia. Interestingly, this Spanish university had
everything ready in terms of academic plans, lecturers, structure, etc.
Funding was not even a problem. “We said, no, thank you,” the director
of CEPI told me. “This is not the way we work, this is not the way we
like to be treated.”
With our project, it has always been the plan to work together as
equals among international institutions. Beyond a mere show of respect,
during the planning phase, it was important for the Norwegians that the
Bolivians contributed to the program with a national academic pers
pective, while for the Bolivians it was important that the Norwegians
contributed with an international perspective on different subjects.
In terms of the actual implementation phase, it has been crucial that
the Norwegian institutions have shown a great deal of flexibility since
they were dealing with an “informal” culture where, unlike Norway, people do not need to plan several months and years in advance. One can
imagine how this makes it quite different to implement a master’s program in Bolivia compared to Norway, especially when it comes to student
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enrollment, finding lecturers, etc. At the same time, for a development
project to be successful, intercultural understanding is not only needed
from the Western world to the third world, but also in the other direction.
Thus, it has been equally important that the Bolivians understood that
Norwegians are obliged to make plans months in advance, for example
with regard to Norwegian lecturers’ academic trips to Bolivia. Also, in
terms of accounting, the systems are quite different, and without the willingness of the Bolivians to understand Norway’s need for reports, etc., the
whole project would have been difficult to implement.
Formally, the initiative for such a project must come from the local
institution. However, my guess is that the spark for most of the international projects concerning Norwegian academic institutions started
with some kind of contact on a personal level. This is also the case with
the spark that led to the implementation of four postgraduate programs. And I would argue that throughout the entire process, personal
contact has been crucial for achieving a cooperative climate. Both the
Norwegian initiators and the people who continued to work on behalf
of the Norwegian side are people who know Bolivia well, and have a
genuine passion for the people and a real desire to help.
If I had to choose one specific factor that is especially important for
creating an intercultural climate, I cannot emphasize strongly enough
the need to invite the relevant Bolivian university leaders to Norway
to meet the partners (people and institutions) involved in the project,
apart from other relevant organizations, in order to learn how development aid is managed. Thus, when somebody mentioned the term “Bistandsnemnda”, the Bolivian authorities knew quite well who and what
we were talking about (some of the Bolivian leaders even managed to
learn how to pronounce this difficult word). Furthermore, as a result of
this trip, a real personal relationship based on trust developed between
the implicated partners. Trust is quite important in any setting, but especially in Bolivia where in the development sector, like in other sectors,
trust is a scarce phenomenon.
Let me enumerate a few examples related to trust. One of the
authorities at USFX, who was about to start in his new position in the
middle of this project, told me he became quite sceptical when he
learned that the Norwegian partners (the Mission Alliance, Bistandsnemnda, and the NLA University College) were institutions founded
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on Evangelical Christian values. “Well, let’s see what’s the deal and
what sort of cooperation this is,” he told me. But it did not take long
before he realized that these partners were serious academic and
development institutions, which did not view cooperation as another
way of promoting their faith.
Another example is from the trip to Norway with the USFX autho
rities, where one of the institutions we visited started to question
the fact that USFX had chosen to cooperate with the NLA University
College, which did not offer a master’s program themselves, instead
of a more prestigious and larger academic institution, like a Norwegian university. Considering that this institution had much experience with development projects, it was quite surprising that they did
not have more trust in the local institution’s ability to judge which
partners would be best for the project. The answer given by the autho
rities from USFX is quite illustrative. “First of all,” they said, “this
is not a project run by the NLA University College, but an authentic
Bolivian master’s program approved by national academic authorities.
Secondly, we want to continue this project with our friends from the
NLA University College.”
Finally, regarding the intercultural spirit of the project, the high
degree of personal contact also made my work as a local coordinator for
the project easier, my main task being to maintain contact between all
the partners and facilitate the flow of information and communication.
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Luu Ho Than Truc holds a Bachelor of Arts from Can Tho University
with a major in English Teaching. Truc joined the Norwegian Mission
Alliance in Vietnam (NMAV) in June 2008. She is presently in charge of
NMAVs project on Inclusive Education.

Experiences from Working with
Inclusive Education in Vietnam
The Mission Alliance aims to give disadvantaged people the opportunity to develop their abilities and resources. Our target groups are
the poor, disabled, and marginalized, with a specific focus on children
and women. Disability and poverty are closely interlinked and mutually reinforcing. Families struggling with disability are more likely to
be trapped in poverty due to a range of challenges, including negative
attitudes, problems with mobility, income possibilities, child-care
problems, etc. Moreover, poverty places individuals at a much greater
risk of acquiring a disability due to the general lack of health care,
nutrition, sanitation, and safe working conditions that the poor are
subjected to. Children and families struggling with disabilities are
systematically excluded, and the poorer they are, the greater that
exclusion is likely to be. Poor children are less likely to receive early
intervention and support, and therefore are more likely to suffer lasting impairments.
In Vietnam social exclusion of the disabled is prevalent, and there
has been a great stigma related to disability, which in turn has led
families to feel ashamed and hide disabled children in their homes.
For the families that are a bit better off economically, the parents tend
to send their disabled children to special schools in the big cities far
from their hometowns. Children with disabilities have had very limited access to both health and educational services. One of the reasons
behind the discrimination that exists in local communities is lack of

Experiences from Working with Inclusive Education in Vietnam

145

awareness and information combined with little or no experience of
living closely with people with disabilities. When working on including the disabled, one of the most difficult tasks is to break these attitudinal barriers and change systems.
All children need an education that will help them develop
relationships and prepare them for life. UNESCO has four aims for
education that all schools should and can live up to. Those aims
are to learn to be, to learn to know, to learn to do, and to learn to
live together. Only an inclusive, learning-friendly environment can
provide for all four aims and has the potential to reduce fear and to
build friendship, respect, and understanding towards the needs of
children with disabilities.
Vietnam was the second country in the world to sign the UN Convention of the Rights on the Child in 1990, which provides directions
on how to develop learning environments – among other services.
In 2005 the local government committed with the UNDP in trying to
reach the Millennium Development Goals. The national strategic plan
on education (2005–2015) highlights inclusive education for children
with disabilities and states that mainstream schools have the responsibility to meet all the learning needs of all children.
The Norwegian Mission Alliance in Vietnam (NMAV) became more
and more convinced that mainstream schools have the responsibility
to cater to children’s diversity. This understanding was backed up by
world trends that showed the positive effects of inclusive education in
minimizing systematic discrimination and the isolation that results
from segregated activities and development.
NMAV believes that the inclusive education approach can yield many
benefits for all children as it improves the quality of education in general by challenging teachers to develop more child-centred, participatory, and active teaching approaches. By doing so, it also helps children
developing positive self-esteem, especially children with disabilities.
Education is an important tool in fighting poverty. Disabled children
are often deprived from educational services. By providing quality
education for all children, including disabled, we are helping to break
the cycle of poverty. The inclusive education approach is also making
it possible for children with disabilities to stay in the local community
where they belong, with their families.
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The establishment of a Provincial Resource Centre
With commitment from the Department of Education and Training, our
local partner, we started the process of raising awareness for provincial
leaders to understand the benefit of inclusive education in supporting
children with disabilities. One of the steps along this road was to transform the local special education school into a Provincial Resource Centre
(PRC). Through the centre we provide various professional training and
workshops for teachers to enhance their knowledge of early intervention, inclusive education, and how to teach for all children. Staff at the
resource centre also conduct home visits regularly as a way of getting
to know children’s living situations in order to provide counselling for
parents on how to take care of and teach their children.
The PRC provides early intervention for children from zero to six
years old. This addresses the needs of the children and supports their
development. Instruction is also provided for parents on how they can
teach and follow up with their child at home. The children visit the PRC
twice a week together with their parents. The centre’s teachers visit the
mainstream schools that have implemented inclusive education. These
visits provide support to the schools’ teachers in creating teaching
plans as well as different methods to meet the needs of all children.
Participation in different kinds of training in early intervention
techniques and special skills is also a main component of building the
capacities of teachers and managers of regular schools. To meet the
needs of all children, most school managers and teachers have gained
knowledge and skills on management and teaching related to inclusive
education. This also contributed to an inclusive, learning-friendly environment in most regular schools.

The shared duties of inclusive education
Inclusive education efforts have become one of the duties of the educational sector. Therefore, managers of the Department of Education
and Training required guidance for pre-, primary, and secondary school
managers and teachers on planning, monitoring, and evaluating the
current educational checking system to ensure the preparation of
individual education plans and good teaching lessons, and to recognize
disabled children’s improvements in learning.
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By providing more knowledge on inclusive education to the health
sector and to local social organizations, more children with disabilities
have been detected. This is important, because providing primary support to children and family at an early stage creates additional chances
for disabled children to gain access to social services. The improved
connection among relevant stakeholders through this inclusive education model is fostering a national action plan for supporting people
with disabilities in general.
Raising awareness amongst parents, local authorities, teachers, and
local communities is one of the key issues that the project has worked
on, as these stakeholders are the ones who will work with and support
many children with disabilities. We now see an increased understanding of the value of children with disabilities, and that all children are
seen as having the same rights, including rights to equal treatment.
Parents and communities understand that children with disabilities
deserve a good education like all other children, and that with proper
support, all children can learn.
The inclusive education concept has assisted in overcoming the
complexities surrounding children with disabilities and has changed
people’s attitudes. More and more children with different kinds of
difficulties can study at regular schools. Education managers and
teachers believe in the benefits of inclusive education, and disabled
children participate in regular schools in the whole province, from
preschools to secondary schools. This means that children with
disabilities will continue to go to school even when the project ends.
Parents will send children to schools that are ready to accept them
and that are willing to continue to develop their skills and knowledge
of inclusive education.
Many challenges have arisen on this difficult journey of implementing the inclusive education model. This is a new concept for the
local community, and there is a shortage of human resources and no
examples of how to do this type of work in the local context. NMAV
has a close connection with the National Institute for Educational
Sciences, which has a professional and skilled staff working on issues
related to education for disabled children. We also used a very skillful
consultant from Sweden, with extensive experience within special
needs education and inclusive education, as an adviser to instruct and
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support our partner. During the project’s implementation we made
adjustments based on experiences and lessons learned in order to
maximize the benefits for our target group.

Results
After several years of applying the inclusive education approach,
parents and the local community have become more aware of child
ren’s rights. One of the visible signs of improvement is the increased
number of children with disabilities who come to receive early intervention at the resource centre. Parents are no longer afraid of sending children to schools, and they are very happy to see their child’s
improvements in school, even when those improvements are small.
Teachers and school managers welcome more children with disabi
lities to their schools, and they are now equipped with the know
ledge and skills of how to teach children with disabilities in order to
develop the children’s capacities as well as social skills. The number
of children with disabilities enrolled in school increases year after
year, and some of these children have shown significant improvement
in learning at school. The coordination among relevant stakeholders
is strengthened, and they are creating more conducive conditions
for disabled children to attend school like other children. They now
believe that disabled children can develop well in regular schools,
together with their peers.
The legal framework on the rights of children with disabilities has
been gradually clarified and understood, with strong commitments
from leaders and guidance from the Ministry of Education and Training. This support creates opportunities for implementing inclusive edu
cation. NMAV’s support for local partners in implementing inclusive
education is mainly as a catalyst to help further develop this model.
The inclusive education model that has now been implemented in
two provinces in the Mekong Delta is a good demonstration of how to
work on children’s educational rights. The Ministry of Education and
Training chose these provinces as case studies for the development of
regulations and policies regarding inclusive education for people with
disabilities. Indeed, a new law on people with disabilities was established in 2011.
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The structure of the PRC and mainstream schools will be directly
under the leadership of the Department of Education and Training, and
they follow national guidelines on implementing inclusive education
in each school year. Therefore, the PRC’s managers and staff continue
to prepare annual operation plans based on the provincial strategy for
inclusive education, and these plans are tied to securing allocations
from the government’s budget. The budget is used for developing the
resource centre; providing training sessions and workshops for parents,
teachers, and local communities; and coordinating with local schools
and governmental departments to support the education of disabled
children. The PRC has the responsibility to act as a counsellor on
inclusive education for the managers of the Department of Education
and Training. Local schools and other governmental departments have
been made responsible for creating a good environment for children
with disabilities, and will continue to do so, as stipulated by the law.
Based on our experiences working on inclusive education in Vietnam, we have come to understand the importance of involving people
with disabilities in the entire process of planning and implementation
from the very beginning, as they are the ones who best understand
their own needs. We recommend starting on a small scale by raising
awareness amongst local communities and parents of children with
disabilities on the rights as well as issues directly related to various
disabilities. Support and backing from the national educational systems and their commitment to providing human resources, as well as
a shared belief in the equal value of all human beings are important for
project sustainability.
NMAV is still part of an ongoing process of contributing to changes
to the public system for improving the social inclusion of children with
disabilities and their parents. This inclusion is best achieved by cultivating respect for their rights, dignity, sense of responsibility, and ability.

Terje Johnsen has worked as a program advisor for the Malagasy Lutheran Church (FLM)/ProVert and the Norwegian Mission Society (NMS)
in Madagascar since 2010 on matters concerning schools for the deaf
and blind.

Inclusion – The Ultimate Goal of
Education? The Case of Deaf and
Blind Children in Madagascar
The Norwegian Mission Society (NMS) founded schools for deaf and
blind children in Madagascar many years ago, with the goal of providing good education for the children. There are now seven schools
for deaf students and four schools for blind students in Madagascar.
There are 575 hard-of-hearing/deaf and 167 low-vision/blind students
in the special schools.
Madagascar has a population of twenty-one million. We do not
know the exact number of blind and deaf, but using a statistic from
Norway, about 0.1% of the population, or 21,000 people, are deaf and
0.2% of the population, or 42,000 people, are blind (Proba samfunns
analyse 2012). The numbers are probably a lot higher in Madagascar
than in Norway, because few get vaccinations, there are more epide
mics, and there are more birth defects, as most children are born far
from maternity clinics and mothers and children are not followed up
regularly by health workers.
FOFAMA (School and Resource Center for Deaf in Antsirabe) and FOFAJA (School and Resource Center for Blind in Antsirabe) have educated
special teachers for the schools for deaf and blind. In spite of limited
resources, both in terms of finances and staff, the children in these
special schools are given a good education. In addition to academic
education, they learn to grow their own vegetables and are given vocational training. Some of the special schools are boarding schools, and
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students go home only two to three times per year. Most deaf and blind
children are kept away from the society and therefore very few of these
children are enrolled in schools.
These special schools provide not only an education but a community of peers. Students learn about their disability and how to accept and
live with it. This knowledge cannot be obtained without meeting other
people in the same situation. Moreover, deaf children are introduced to
sign language (their mother tongue) for the first time when they come to
the school and are trained in sign language communication. Sign lang
uage is not simply made up of gestures that help hearing-impaired/deaf
people understand spoken language, but is a full, visual language with
grammar and rules for how to use the body, face, and hands.
Blind children learn and practice to read and write Braille (a system of
writing for the blind); they also receive mobility training and learn how
to use a magnifying glass, sticks, and a reading TV. When they meet other
children in the same situation, they start to build a personal identity and
a sense of awareness.
FOFAJA has a Community Based Rehabilitation (CBR) sensitizing
team that travels to the districts to find low-vision/blind children and
inform the parents about the schools. From the schools for the deaf,
teachers use their vacation time traveling around the district to find
hard-of-hearing/deaf children and provide information about hearing problems and what the special schools can offer. This is the way
low-vision/blind children and hard-of-hearing/deaf children have been
coming to the special schools over the years. The ones who are detected
and given an education at a special school are lucky.
By November 2013 all the special schools were full.
They face many challenges in the future, but the most important are:
1. How can the special schools meet future needs when more lowvision/blind and hard-of-hearing/deaf children want to enter school?
2. Education for all/inclusive education is the goal of education in
most countries. What effects do these approaches have on deaf and
blind children in Madagascar?
3. Is there a future for the special schools? If so, what changes must
be made?
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Since 2010 I have worked as a program advisor for the ProVert program1 in the Malagasy Lutheran Church (FLM) and the Norwegian
Mission Society (NMS) in Madagascar on matters concerning schools
for the deaf and blind. These organizations asked me to take a clo
ser look at inclusion and see if deaf and blind students could benefit
from inclusion in local schools in Madagascar, and if so, what was
needed in order to do so.

Inclusion
A YouTube video produced by the National Centre on Inclusion (NTCI)
at the University of New Hampshire’s Institute on Disability,2 describes
inclusion in this way:
Inclusion – is belonging, an attitude, and a philosophy.
Inclusion – is not a program.
Inclusion is a right – not a favor or a trial period.
Inclusion – is a sense of belonging, being part of a community and being
valued and respected as contributing member.
Inclusion – is accepting differences and responding to individual needs.
Inclusion – gives children the permission to be themselves.
Inclusion – facilitates positive social interactions.
Inclusion – offers opportunities and rewards for children with and without
disabilities. When you are a child with disability – What does it mean to be
included?
Inclusion – means more than just physically being placed with typically
developing children.
Cleary, inclusion is desirable for all people. People with disabilities
should have the opportunity to be included in all levels of society –
family, school, church, etc. – so they can have a sense of belonging and
are given the same opportunities as others.
1. For a detailed presentation of the ProVert program, please refer to
Monika Tollefsen’s article in this volume, “Promoting Green Education
for All in Madagascar”.
2. Inclusion Is Belonging, www.youtube.com/watch?v=n_qgW9FWEgQ
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Inclusion, therefore, must be the optimal goal at all levels: in the family, the local community, the school, church, and society.
The notion of inclusion is based on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (1989), the UNESCO Convention against Discrimination in Education (1960), the Education For All global movement, and other treaties
prohibiting exclusion and discrimination.
From a theological point of view inclusion is also rooted in the fact
that every person is created in the image of God. That fact rests on the
relation God creates with all human beings and is not dependent on
deeds, functionality, or special gifts that a person has.
All people should be given the same opportunities and have equal
rights, and everyone should work to tear down barriers. Disabled people in different churches and denominations should not be treated as
objects, but as acting subjects in their interactions with others, capable
of reflection and action.
A consequence of the principle of inclusion is that a disabled
child should not be taken away from their parents simply because
specialists say they need a special education, and be placed in
special schools far away from the family and from the local village,
community, and congregation. On the contrary, these children
should be included locally; differences and disabilities should not
be looked upon as problems but as resources, and children should
learn from each other by accepting differences and responding to
individual needs. UNESCO views inclusion as “a dynamic approach
of responding positively to pupil diversity and of seeing individual differences not as problems, but as opportunities for enriching
learning” (UNESCO 2005, p. 10). All people can be included in a local
community, and everyone in the community should take care of
and learn from each other.
The description of inclusion presented thus far is not controversial;
it is the leading educational program in most countries. NGOs working
in various countries also work according to its philosophy, values, and
guidelines.
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Practical consequences of working with inclusion
When working with a program, it is easy to focus only on the program’s
strategies while forgetting the person within the program and his or
her individual needs. If there are negative consequences and challenges
related to inclusion for the individual, we must be aware of them and
talk about them.
In my opinion, in order to truly achieve inclusion it must be total
and not partial. One must work at all levels to install the notion of
inclusion as a basic attitude in society. If not, inclusion can lead to even
more isolation for some. If there is inclusion in the classroom, there
must also be inclusion in the schoolyard, among school friends, in
the family, in the village, in the local sports club, and in all the child’s
activities and leisure time.
As program advisor I have regularly visited Madagascar (three to
four times per year) and met with representatives from the Norwegian
Mission Society (NMS), the two national leaders of the special schools,
the directors of all the special schools (seven schools for the deaf and
four schools for the blind), the ProVert administration, the leaders of
the FLM schools, and the staff of all special schools and the FLM.
My role as advisor in these meetings has allowed me to provide information and initiate discussions on a variety of crucial topics, such as
the relationship between inclusion and the UN Convention of Human
Rights. These are central questions raised in the meetings:
•
•
•
•

•
•

From a theological point of view, what does it means to be created in
the image of God?
What should the future role of the special schools be?
Why are changes in attitude required in the general population, in
organizations, and in schools?
How should the schools prepare to meet the increasing number of
students in the future, and how should schools affirm the rights and
needs of the individual?
What are the challenges and problems connected to boarding
schools?
If boarding is necessary, how can the parents and the child have
more regular contact?
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•
•
•
•

Should inclusion be a possibility for many, but maybe not for all?
Are there situations in which inclusion is not recommended?
What is best for the individual? What is needed to achieve inclusion
and specifically at a local level?
Which changes must occur on the individual level and on the legislative level in order to achieve inclusion?

Some of the topics covered call for more lengthy discussions. To begin
with, there is the danger of exclusion that may result from the attempt
at inclusion. If the only focus in inclusion is on the local school/class, it
is possible that inclusion can result in excluding the individual. This is
because inclusion depends on relationships, identities, having someone to talk to and to “facilitate positive social interaction”, understanding and being understood, making friends, being of importance to
others, and feeling connected.
There is also the importance of focusing on teachers. The only specialists in Madagascar on educating deaf and blind in the future are the
special teachers at the deaf and blind schools. This must be recognized
by the Malagasy state, the Department of Educational, the FLM, NMS,
and ProVert. These teachers must now take on a new role to meet the
challenges for the future, to take responsibility for the future education
of all low-vision/blind and hard-of-hearing/deaf children found in their
district. These responsibilities include the decision on whether the
child should be included in a local school/class, in smaller units, or if
they need special education at a special school.
New ways of finding and categorizing the deaf and blind, without
lumping all individuals under the label “deaf” or “blind”, is a topic that
needs a lot of attention. Specialized health units should do medical
examinations and make specialized screenings of every person, and
after providing a more accurate diagnosis, the pedagoges can take over
and have a better basis on which to create an individual pedagogical
plan (IPP). For example, hearing problems might be misdiagnosed due
to improper ear washing or the need for special surgery. Similarly, low
vision might be caused by cataracts, and surgery might be necessary
because of physical damage.
If we can have more differentiated results from screening low-vision/
blind and hard-of-hearing/deaf people, surely some students from the
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special schools of today would benefit from inclusion, given the right
material and pedagogical and technical support.
In the meetings there were also discussions about turning special
schools into Centres de Competence (CDC), or resource centres. This
new model aims at changing the focus to doing more outreach activity,
giving specialized recommendations, preparing programs for every
student, and following up with both teachers and students frequently, including regular visits to the CDC for the extra help that only the
CDC can give (early intervention, teacher training, extra sign language
communication training, and the chance to meet others in the same
situation – the building of identity). You do not learn sign language if
there are no other signers.
More support is needed for ProVert’s work on educating inclusion
teachers at Mangarivotra in Antsirabe. We will not provide a full special teacher training program (as given at FOFAMA and FOFAJA), but a
nine-month inclusion training to regular teachers that can be applied
to the low-vision/blind and hard-of-hearing/deaf students at local
schools. If followed up, these teachers can be of some help in inclusion classes or in units that are recommended by the CDC specialists.
There is a pressing need to monitor inclusion for low-vision/blind
and hard-of-hearing/deaf students at the Mangarivotra. I have noticed
that inclusion can depend on how the individual understands the lang
uage used in class, the communication between teachers and students,
and what kind of local resources are available.
Inclusion is about attitudes, physical conditions, lighting, contrasts, the size of the room, how many students you can have in the
room, and where they are placed. I have also noticed that some blind
students can follow the communication between teacher and student, but they need to have teachers who understand their needs, a
curriculum in Braille, and the opportunity to take notes using Braille
machines, computers, etc.
Some hard-of-hearing students can also go into inclusion classes,
but they have a bigger challenge because of noise in the class, how the
acoustics function, whether loops are installed, and whether they have
hearing aids, amplifiers, a microphone, and good lighting. If the classroom has no special equipment, or if there is no electricity, inclusion
can be very difficult, maybe even impossible.
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Deaf students have one of the most difficult obstacles to inclusion
because they need a special language – sign language. They must
have a sign language interpreter to understand what is said in the
class and a signing teacher to teach. They also need full sign language
communication with the teacher and other pupils in the class. It is
also a challenge to be the only deaf person in the class and to have
sign language communication outside class, a signing family, and a
community where you feel included. Most deaf children need special
education for some years and most need to stay at a CDC. After some
years specialists can consider whether inclusion is possible or not. If
so, smaller or bigger units with other deaf students with interpreters
and teachers are recommended. Inclusion outside school, in other
levels of society, can still be a problem. In this case inclusion is not
recommended.
Efforts need to be made to encourage all CDCs to start early intervention in Madagascar. Early intervention is the most important step
towards inclusion. Parents need to receive information on the child’s
disability, the importance of communication between parent and child,
and sign language communication for deaf children. They must receive
information, support and learn what the child can achieve when given
the right education, adapted material, and technical support. This is
even more important in areas where people sometimes view disabilities
as punishments, lack of faith, or signs of demonic activity.
Technology cannot be overlooked. Focus needs to turn to the use
of computers with software for low-vision/blind students (scalable
text, voice, and Braille-lists) and acquiring funding for representatives
from Madagascar to come to Norway to learn about the special help of
computers for low-vision/blind students. Obtaining material (Braille
machines, loops, sticks, reading TVs, special glasses, Braille printing
machines, etc.) from supporting countries is an important task.
Finally, we need to remove the negative attitudes in society that treat
people with disability as losses and objects of charity and that they only
receive help because they are persons with special needs. Such attitudes do not promote inclusion and result in more exclusion.
There are many challenges for the future in Madagascar. Let us briefly look at a partial list:
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Most hearing and sight impaired children have not yet been discovered
The challenge for the future is to discover the children as early as
possible. There should be institutions and special health workers that
can travel, identify the children, and do testing/screening to discover
individual needs for special and adjusted programs. This cannot be the
responsibility of the school and teachers. Rather, it is a health/medical
matter that should be dealt with by specialists. After being given the diagnosis, the pedagoges can take over the responsibility and try to find
the best pedagogical program for each child.
The future of the special schools
If the specialists recommend inclusion as the best alternative for all
students, in terms of high quality pedagogical, practical, and individual
programs, then the need for a special school is reduced.
The challenge is for schools to play a more central role in the future,
which is a massive pedagogical challenge. At the same time, there is
a need to change, to reorganize and turn special schools into Centres
de Competence (CDC). The specialists must do outreach activity and
be responsible for all children included in local schools or units in the
district where they are responsible.
Parental rights and boarding schools
It is important to provide all children with a good and safe childhood.
If inclusion is not possible the child may have to be away from their
parents to get the education needed. To live far away from parents for
shorter or longer periods, often in boarding schools, is not optimal for
children and has its challenges. Some studies from special schools in
Norway reveal cases of abuse in boarding schools. At the same time it
is important to listen to what deaf adults in Norway say when asked
about boarding in special schools. They talk about the traumatic experience of being separated from their parents in early years (because
they were not told and had limited communication with their parents),
but at the same time they talk about the years at the special schools as
the best years of their lives, because they learned their mother tongue
(sign language) and acquired their deaf identity and met others in the
same situation.
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The challenge for the future is to see if inclusion is possible for
each child, and if not, to try to reduce the time at the CDC and let the
child go home more often. It is also important to find opportunities
for parents to come to the CDC to be educated, spend time with their
child, and to meet other children in the same situation. It can also
be possible to have a period of education at units and then a period
at the CDC. Parental rights are important and will be respected, but
we must also weigh what is best for the child. It is important to focus
more on abuse, both physical and sexual, on bullying, what is allowed
and what is prohibited, and to have more and better qualified staff
employed at the CDC.
The influence of local culture/religion/tradition
Some parents think that to have a disabled child is a punishment that
brings shame on both themselves and their family and thus they try to
hide the child. By doing so, they receive no information about the disabi
lity and the possibilities for education. These families are poor and have
limited resources to use for the disabled child. The result is that most
disabled children are not discovered, and those that are discovered end
up being seven–twelve years old before they receive any education.
The challenge for the future is to underline for parents the importance of the first years of a child’s life, the basic trust that the child
needs, the communication, the love, the nurturing, the building of
an identity, and good family relations based on the feeling of belonging. This is important to all children, and thus just as significant to
children with disabilities.
Early intervention
The biggest challenge for the future and the most important step
towards inclusion is to start early intervention, as soon as the child is
discovered. This means getting in contact with the parents, giving them
basic information about the disability, teaching them how to communicate or use sign language with deaf children, helping them understand
that the child is not a punishment, showing them the positive aspects
of the disability, and demonstrating what is achievable and what help
and support they can get.
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The role of the church in changing attitudes
The Malagasy Lutheran Church (FLM) plays an important role in changing individual and societal attitudes. Many people in Madagascar are
FLM members. The pastors and the church must be more aware of their
responsibility and especially emphasize the fact that God loves all people, including disabled people. They need to talk more about all people
being created in the image of God, the individual value of a person, the
equality of all human beings, and how every person is given a task in life.
It is very important for parents to be told by a pastor that their
disabled child is not a punishment for something they or others have
done, or something they have to be ashamed of, but that the child is a
gift/a blessing from God – a child created in the image of God.
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The Human Rights Education Institute of Burma was founded in
2000 with the aim of raising widespread awareness of human rights in
order to empower the people of Burma to engage in social transformation and to initiate rights-based solutions to social problems.

Participatory Education in the
Context of Human Rights in Burma
One of the central tenets of human rights education is instilling an
understanding of the meaning of human dignity in students from which
they can formulate remedies for human rights violations. Developing
sensitivity such that all citizens may enjoy human rights is a necessary
precondition to a just and humane society. Hence, development of
human rights trainings provided by NGOs lends vital importance to this
process. The Human Rights Education Institute of Burma (HREIB) is the
leading organization in the area of non-formal human rights education
in Burma. Equality Myanmar (EQMM), the organization’s operating name
inside Burma, is an NGO which facilitates a broad range of human rights
education and advocacy programs.
HREIB/EQMM was founded in 2000 with the aim of raising widespread awareness of human rights in order to empower the people of
Burma to engage in social transformation and to initiate rights-based
solutions to social problems. Over the last thirteen years, HREIB/EQMM
has trained over 700 women, university students, monks and pastors,
activists, school teachers, and community leaders, building a strong
network of human rights trainers and advocates across the country as
well as along its border regions. Additionally, the organization produces a range of human rights educational materials and resources
in Burmese and other ethnic languages in order to address the lack of
human rights information available in the country. Originally based in
Thailand and operating along Burmese border areas, the organization
has over the past year transitioned inside Burma where it now operates
two human rights education training centers in Yangon and Mandalay.
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Half a century of military rule from 1962 to 2010 had led to Burma
being one of the most isolated and repressed countries in the world.
Decades of widespread and systematic human rights abuses resulted
in international sanctions, in turn yielding further economic stagnation. In March 2011, following 2010’s flawed and unregulated elections,
former general Thein Sein took office in a nominally civilian government. Over the past two years, this government has instituted a series
of reforms heralded as a transition to a newly democratic state. Among
other changes, many political prisoners have been released; Aung San
Suu Kyi has been elected to parliament; and some draconian media
censorship provisions have been abolished.
The United States and the European Union have restored diplomatic
and economic relations and suspended most sanctions, and foreign
investment is rapidly increasing throughout the country. Exiles from
different sectors have returned for visits to test the solidity of reforms
and the validity of the government’s promises. The reforms, however,
have proved limited in both scope and dependability. Human rights
continue to be violated frequently and systematically, most prominently
in outbreaks of violence against ethnic and religious minorities; in the
continuous arrest and detention of peaceful protesters and the police
crackdowns on peaceful assemblies; and in the enduring environment
of impunity wherein rule of law, transparency, and accountability
remain largely absent. Burma remains one of the most challenging
environments for conducting human rights education today.
During this period of change, it is particularly important that issues
of human rights remain a central focus in the standards of accountability, and that ensuing reforms can be critically assessed from the point
of view of human rights concerns. As opportunities open up for civil
society organizations to operate inside, the concurrent need for capacity
building and implementation of a rights-based approach to development
grows. The current need for human rights education in Burma is great.
While the former systems and structures which for decades fostered
human rights violations remain in place, new systems are also arising
which contribute to distinct forms of violations, such as the international
competition for economic development and commercial interests over
natural resources. The growth of large-scale development projects has
led to a large amount of forced relocation and displacement, while the

164

A Rights-Based Approach

increase in tourism has further expanded the industries of sex tourism
and trafficking. Ethnic minority groups are continuously being deprived
of sources of livelihood, and traditional labor systems maintain the
continuous exploitation of workers in rural communities.
The education level in Burma has gradually declined since 1962 after
the military dictatorship seized power, introducing the one political
party system. The military government introduced nationwide systems
promoting rote learning1 structures and stringent power dynamics
between teachers and students. The education system further deteriorated after the 1988 student uprising, which was followed by a series
of school closures and oppression. After re-opening, the government
relocated universities in different regions across the country to suppress large scale student mobilization and participation in political
demonstrations. The process of decentralization and the imposition of
severe restrictions on freedom of assembly and association effectively
eliminated structures which supported the promotion of critical thinking and innovation. Many students fled Yangon and began mobilizing
from the outside, particularly along the Thai-Burma border, where an
exiled civil society began developing, setting the stage for the growth of
community-driven human rights education.

Priorities in the learner-centered methodology
For educators, it is imperative to recognize that human rights are a dynamic and evolving concept. The study of human rights is closely tied
to the study of human societies and of how individuals struggle for relevant and meaningful existence. Human rights educators should strive
to be facilitators of knowledge rather than traditional instructors or
lecturers. In this approach educators will provide learner-participants
with the opportunity to reflect on their knowledge and background
and engage them in a dialogue to enable them to generate human
rights knowledge based on their experiences. The aim is to create
opportunities for all participants to reveal their analytical and critical
thinking skills; looking to provide key actors such as youth leaders and
teachers with not only information on human rights but also the tools
1. Rote learning, see page 82, note 1.
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to become activists and rights advocates themselves, as the first step
in creating a culture which respects and promotes human rights. As a
result, individuals will develop the knowledge, skills, and tools in order
to better protect and prevent human right violations which are occurring in their communities.
Conventional teaching methods in the field of human rights are often didactic, wherein human rights are taught as a pre-defined body of
technical and scientific knowledge which must be effectively retained
in the minds of the learners. In these more traditional approaches to
human rights education, it is inevitable that rote learning is prevalent
and learners are regarded as passive recipients of the set material. In
HREIB/EQMM’s experience however, human rights education that has
its primary emphasis on the autonomy of the learners to create their
own ideas about human rights based on their reality is often more
effective and has the potential to create change. For human rights education to be genuinely liberating, it must employ teaching techniques
and strategies which provide learners with an opportunity to critically
examine what they uncritically and unconsciously believe in.
At HREIB/EQMM, the teaching of human rights is conceived as a
process of consciousness formation, addressing the problem of how to
change learners’ awareness level from inaction to critical advocacy. The
learner-centered approach emphasizes transformative learning which
occurs at three levels: cognitive, attitudinal, and behavioral. Cognitive
change is grounded in knowledge acquisition and awareness rising, as
developed through the participants’ understanding of human rights
principles, theories, and application. Attitudinal transformation refers
to the participants’ beliefs and values, and focuses on encouraging the
promotion of rights by fostering a sense of empowerment and engagement. Behavioral transformation is manifested through participants’
actions, including mobilization and action planning, community organizing, and documentation of human rights violations. Collaboratively,
these stages function to empower the people of Burma to identify and
analyze the social problems present in their communities and subsequently initiate rights-based solutions in response. Providing training
participants with practical tools to follow-up on human rights abuses
strengthens both their autonomy as well as their capacity for social
transformation and civic engagement. “We aim for the participants
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to be learning and doing something, not learning and doing nothing,”
says Aung Myo Min, Executive Director of HREIB/EQMM.
To achieve this three-tiered impact, the organization utilizes the
ADIDS system (Activity, Discussion, Input, Deepening, and Synthesis)
as the core human rights education methodology. The ADIDS system
originated at a 1993 regional workshop organized by the Asian Regional
Resource Center for Human Rights Education (ARRC) during which
regional human rights experts and NGO representatives were brought
together to discuss effective human rights education methodologies
and compile education modules. The Human Rights Education Pack
was an output of the workshop, which presents a balance of concepts
and experiences in the sector of human rights education and employs
a methodological framework emphasizing the participation of the
learner throughout the entire process. In this context, the learners are
empowered to express their thoughts freely and call it their own wisdom; to define their wants and call it their own agenda; to act out their
own plans and realize their own power.
This framework generates learning via facilitation and organization
of people’s knowledge and experience. The traditional teacher-student
relationship which is frequently a superior-inferior interaction becomes
a “co-learner” relationship; every training offers new information both
to the participants as well as the trainers. The phases of the ADIDS
method are carried out as follows:
•

Activity: Each lesson starts with an activity designed either to
elicit participants’ prior knowledge or experience relevant to the
objectives of the lessons or to help them easily understand a concept. The activities are designed to allow participants to create
and re-create images and feelings associated with their experiences related to the objectives of the lesson. The activity places
the participants at the center of the issue in which the starting
point is their experience within the rights context. For example,
in a training of youth leaders in conflict affected areas the participants had the opportunity to explain the ways in which the
conflict affects their lives, such as breaking up families; forcing
children out of school; recruitment of child soldiers; and draining their communities’ resources.
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•

•

•

Discussion: The discussion is the reflective and observational phase
of the lesson. The questions are intended to encourage the participants to reflect on their experiences identified in the activity. Participants are asked to think about these experiences by relating them to
the objectives of the lesson. Trainers’ experiences have shown that
participants most often take their experiences as given – it is when
they are asked to purposefully examine them that they gain insight
to view them from a different perspective. For example, in trainings
looking to empathize with refugees, some of the following questions
may be asked: How would you feel having to find a new place for
safety and being forced by circumstance to live there? What circumstances would cause people to flee their place of origin? How would
you feel living in a new place different from your place of origin?
Input: The input section is aimed at expanding the participants’
knowledge through a lecture or presentation on the topic. The
aim of the facilitator is to present a view that may validate or challenge the participants’ understanding of the identified experience.
The input is designed to specifically present a rights-based perspective through which the participants’ experiences are viewed.
The input could also be viewed as an “organizer” of the participants’ knowledge by providing a rights framework for interpreting
their experiences. Developing the input section of modules pre
sents the challenge of making information and lectures accessible
for a diverse background of participants in diverse training environments. The inputs are thus customizable depending on the
training target group to ensure relevance to the context or cultural
background of the learner, depending not on the assumed know
ledge-level but the actual knowledge-experience that has come
into view with the prior steps.
Deepening: The deepening serves as a forum to elicit and address
conflict or contradiction either among the participants’ views, or
between their views and those of the resource person. After arriving
at a common understanding, the consensus now becomes a tool for
analyzing social reality from a micro-level to a macro-level. For example, in a series of child rights trainings HREIB/EQMM conducted
with Non-State Armed Group soldiers, the participants had to evaluate the role their armed groups play in employing child soldiers.
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•

In the discussion after the input, soldiers started to show a strong
increase in awareness on the dangers of child soldiers and many expressed a deep interest in respecting and learning more about child
rights, upholding international standards, and seeking out means of
demobilizing the child soldiers employed by their armed groups.
Synthesis: The synthesis section generally takes the form of an additional activity designed to help participants summarize the insights
generated from the other four segments. This section also helps
the facilitator determine if the objectives of the lessons have been
achieved and make necessary adjustments for the next lesson or
for readdressing any lingering questions or confusions. For example, after a session on the internationally recognized human rights
standards, the participants may be asked to draw on the board the
symbol of a particular right while the group guesses the article in
order to help them identify to which category of rights and international instrument it belongs.

In the context of human rights education, non-formal, learner-centered methods have had a profound impact on raising community
awareness, particularly in developing countries, as they address many
problems faced by underserved populations in urban and rural areas.
Due to the training demographic, many difficult personal situations
arise over the course of participant discussions at HREIB/EQMM trainings, such as situations of child abuse or trafficking. Participants face
challenges confronting not only their rights but also their responsibilities, particularly in areas where social discrimination and prejudice
are prevalent. Participants may arrive at trainings with preconceived
biases or intolerances that are laid bare and addressed through the
training process.
The purpose of human rights education is not to provide a body of
set knowledge but rather to foster understanding and validate experience that can assist the students in transforming their lives. “The
trainer has to fill a gap, rather than giving them a simple lecture. Some
already have a lot of information,” explains Pan Tsun Saga, a senior
trainer and Program Officer at HREIB/EQMM. “We also look to improve
their personal capacity, making an effort to express and learn from each
other, so they learn how to listen too.”
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II. ACTIVITY:
Prepare beforehand drawings and
pictures reflective of the different
rights under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Distribute
these to the participants. Give them a
few minutes to reflect on the pictures
and drawings. They may discuss the
pictures/drawings with a partner.
Afterwards, ask the participants to
explain their interpretation of the
pictures/drawings. Ask them to make

I. LEARNING OBJECTIVE:
At the end of the lesson, the participants are expected to be familiar with
the internationally recognized human
rights standard.

1. Is there a universally recognized
human rights standard?

1. What do the articles of the UDHR
provide us?
2. Which articles can you group
together? How do we name the
groupings?

III. DISCUSSION:
Ask the participants to explain the
chart. Ask them if they still want to
make some corrections or improvements on the chart.
Ask them the following questions:

a caption about the drawings.
Present on the board the texts of
the thirty articles of the UDHR. Ask
the participants to match the text with
the drawings and captions they wrote.
What should be seen on the board
is shown in figure below.

ADIDS – Sample Lessons

1. What constitutes the International
Bill of Rights? What are human
rights laws?
2. How are states bound to the international instruments?
3. What specific rights have already
been included in the International
Bill of Rights (IBR)? Make a list of
rights enumerated in the IBR but
use plain language to represent the
actual texts.

IV. INPUT:
Some guide question/discussion
points:

3. Why do you think this is called the
Universal Declaration of Human
Rights?
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Picture

Actual Text

VI. SYNTHESIS:
As discussed previously, rights may
be classified into civil-political rights
and socio-economic-cultural rights.
Divide the participants into two. Ask
each member of each group to draw
on the board their symbolism of a
particular right they want the opposing group to guess. Ask the guessing
group to identify which category of

2. What other rights would you
include as part of the international
instruments?

Plain Lang. Caption

1. Are you satisfied with the international human rights standard?
Explain your answer.

V. DEEPENING:
Ask the participants the following
questions:

For other information you may
ask the participants to write down
questions which are of interest to
them. Then the “input” will proceed
answering the participants’ questions
one by one.

II. ACTIVITY: “Reap, Patch, and Paste”
Group the participants into cell
groups. Give them time to discuss
among themselves how they would
describe the present society, and how
they would like the future society to

1. to determine the gap between their
present society and their desired
society;
2. to recognize that the gap leads to
violation of one’s rights; and
3. to express a feeling of resentment
towards human rights violations.

I. LEARNING OBJECTIVES:
At the end of the lesson, the participants are expected:

2. When are rights violated?

right and which international instrument it belongs to.
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1. Identify the problems the present
society faces. How are you personally affected by these problems?

III. DISCUSSION:
Ask the learners the following:

be. Ask them to show their descriptions of the present and desired
societies any way they like using only
the materials provided to them.
Give the participants the following materials: Magazines, large sized
paper, colored papers, paste, scissors.
Ask each group to show and explain their work. Write on the board
themes identified during the group
presentation.
IV. INPUT:
Refer to the attached article on the
state of human rights and additional
documents including reports from
local, national, and international
human rights monitors and watchdog

2. What kind of life is provided to
people by such characterization of
the present society?
3. What do you feel? Do you feel safe?
Secure?
4. On a scale of 1 to 10, how much do
you enjoy your rights in this kind of
society?
5. Are you satisfied? Which of your
rights are protected? Which ones
are violated?

VI. SYNTHESIS: “Tableau”
Divide the participants into two
cell-groups. Based on the discussion,
ask them to present in a tableau the
kind of society they want to carve for
themselves in the future. A tableau is
acting out situations on a freeze.

V. DEEPENING:
When do you say that your rights are
violated?

organizations, such as Human Rights
Watch, Amnesty International, UN
Treaty Bodies and Special Rapporteurs, relevant think tanks, and local
CBOs. Present human rights statistics
and case studies.

ADIDS – Sample Lessons (cont.)

In summary, the participatory approach to education has the following characteristics:
1. Knowledge in this approach becomes dynamic, continuously undergoing the process of creation and re-creation;
2. Knowledge is “relevantized” because the object of study is people’s
own experiences and lives;
3. People become active participants in the quest for knowledge, such
that the top-down relationship is replaced by interaction;
4. The teacher ceases to be the source of knowledge but assumes a new
role of facilitator of knowledge;
5. Rote learning as a style of education is replaced by discourse and
analysis with a focus on synthesis and descriptive knowledge.
One challenge faced while using the participatory methodology is that
participants may be fearful to express their ideas in discussion and
thus self-censor. As senior trainer Aung Zaw Htwe explains: “It is quite
difficult to persuade participants to participate in discussions because
they actually are in the habit of one way of education – that is, only
listening and taking notes on what the instructor teaches with no more
questions. When we ask them to describe their own thinking, we find
they have fear as they are not used to it.” This situation challenges not
only the trainers in developing their work, but the participants as well.
Self-awareness and self-expression are vital components in strengthening self-confidence, which in turn is crucial in order to seek solutions
to human right violations. Providing open, nonjudgmental space for
personal experience is essential in addressing this problem. Movies,
songs, games, and role-playing are useful ways to engage participants,
build trust and comfort, and initiate sharing. Using icebreaker games
to encourage learner interaction at the beginning is important for them
to later feel comfortable expressing themselves and their problems
freely. “By role-playing one can clearly remember what he or she has
performed. It can improve the intimacy among learners, and reduce
their anxiety as well,” says Aung Zaw Htwe.
“We are able to draw many issues from their experiences, so it’s easy
for them when we start asking questions and having a discussion with
them,” says Pan Tsun. The techniques to initiate dialogue range from
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role-playing, human rights education TV clips, posters, case studies,
and brainstorming. Such activities link the processes of thought and
action and of learning and doing. As trainer Maung Maung Gyi explains,
“We use many games in trainings and workshops because the trainees
get the chance to know each other better, leading to interactive and
constructive discussion. At the same time, they are then able to share
their knowledge to their respective communities.”

Needs and goals in participatory education
To effectively oversee training facilitation, human rights educators
must posses a specific skill set. “Knowledge is power, but facilitation
is an art. This methodology is not just about teaching human rights –
the trainer needs proper skills to be a good facilitator,” says Aung Myo
Min. An ideal human rights educator is able to employ an approach
balancing a deep knowledge of the topic, a range of facilitation skills,
and an innovative use of creative tools. These skills will help trainers
to encourage broad participation; to work through challenging situations such as participants’ silence and feelings of discomfort; and to
ask provocative questions that elicit self-reflection and powerful discourse. The educator also serves as a resource person, clarifying points
while providing needed information and keeping the group informed
as to objectives, schedule, and planning.
Tools and IEC (Information, Education and Communication) materials can play a large role in supporting trainers’ establishment of
strong interactive communication between the trainer and the learner
and among participants. To supplement its trainings, HREIB/EQMM
has produced a range of Burmese-language audio/visual materials on
human rights concepts including posters, pocketbooks, cartoons, human rights education TV episodes, animations, and music albums. By
helping convey complex human rights issues in accessible and engaging formats, the materials strengthen the interactive component of the
trainings and help participants pass along the knowledge to their communities. “Videos are not just about entertainment; they also give a
number of lessons and facts for people, enhancing discussions among
trainees,” says trainer Saw Charles Noe. Some videos and follow-up
role-playing have proved to be the most effective teaching tools.

174

A Rights-Based Approach

Each year HREIB/EQMM conducts a series of 6-days human rights
education trainings and three-days workshops on more in-depth human rights education topics for participants seeking greater coverage
of a specific issue or skill, such as community organizing or freedom
of expression. The training activities take place at the training centers in Yangon and Mandalay, as well as in various locations across
the country, based on requests and need. With the two training
centers inside Burma, HREIB/EQMM has been able to consolidate
and strengthen its impact and visibility. The centers receive a consistent amount of applicants for the various trainings offered as well as
numerous requests to support different projects including serving as
resource persons, advising new trainers, or assisting with community
organizing projects.
The participants of HREIB/EQMM’s training courses act as the
central force for the organization’s expanding network of human rights
activists inside Burma. Through the center-based training model, senior trainers serve as multipliers of human rights knowledge critical to
Burmese civil society by empowering participants to become spokespeople within their respective communities and places of employment.
With every completed training the community of people within Burma,
who respect and understand human rights, grows.
Based on evaluations, feedback, and interviews, the majority of
participants choose to attend the trainings because they have heard
human rights terminology but do not know what it means or how it
applies to their lives. Following the trainings, however, they indicate
a marked improvement in the ability to identify human rights ideas
and its relevance within daily life and to utilize tools to apply such
knowledge in their work. “At first, we couldn’t clarify what we were doing and why. We only knew that the actions done by the government
are wrong and we had to be against them. Now, we have a tool (RightsBased Approach), which we can use. And so we are starting to see
the broad and big picture,” states a former training participant. The
majority of participants have identified and taken action against problems in their community since completing the training, for example
by conducting discussions and workshops on human rights, distributing resources, correcting misperceptions held by families and friends,
or encouraging others to write letters of complaint about human
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rights violations. Former training participants, and subsequently the
beneficiaries of their run-off activities, become integrated into HREIB/
EQMM’s community organizing network.
The long-term goal of human rights education is to support communities’ initiation of right-based solutions to social problems. As Pan
Tsun states, “The solution should come from their communities, not
from us. We encourage them to take experiences from these trainings
and see solutions. The responsibility is on them to take what they
learned to the rest of their village.” As a result of individuals’ cognitive,
attitudinal, and behavioral transformations, human rights education
has a direct impact on target communities, in particular through the
organization of community members around a common theme, such
as forced relocation, domestic violence, child soldiers, forced labor,
and other issues pervasive in communities throughout Burma. For
example, after recent trainings held in 2013, the Kayah State Student
Union began documenting human rights violations, while the Shwebo
Farmers Network developed a complaint mechanism for land confiscation and started lobbying local media on the issue with support from
HREIB/EQMM trainers.
Following the trainings many participants reach out to community
leaders in their respective areas with experience in the human rights
field. This allows their organizations to increase networking with local
human rights movements and bring on experienced advisors for multiplier trainings and improves their own organization’s programming.
Overall, human rights pedagogy should ensure a venue and format
for the synthesis of knowledge in order to solidify its comprehensibility and relevance. NGOs that utilize a participatory approach in
non-formal education are challenging rote learning as the status quo
of formal education in many regions. In challenging standardized
structures and expanding the sphere of learning opportunities, NGOs
remain relevant and necessary in the field of human rights education. The majority of people in Burma do not have access to schools
that provide engaged, interactive, or creative education. By increasing
access to human rights education, activists, teachers, and community
organizers can be converted into human rights educators and mainstream human rights education in a marginalized environment. NGOs
are able to provide human rights education under different labels
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such as livelihood education, population education, adult education,
environment education, gender education, etc. and have the potential
of being more effective agents of development and change than government agencies. Apart from responding to the ineffectual nature of
government programs to deliver basic services, NGOs may attempt to
deliver such services themselves while also embarking upon educational activities to develop the communities’ capacities to meet their
own needs in the future.
Human rights education activities must be offered in tandem with
continuous reflection by the providing organization in the form of
monitoring and evaluation. HREIB/EQMM’s tools have been developed
to assess the trainings impact and provide platforms for making changes, adjustments, and long-term decisions.
HREIB/EQMM is navigating the challenges facing many organizations, that were previously operating in exile, by continuously exploring
civil society’s needs in relation to human rights education. HREIB/
EQMM is seeking to build on its strengths while recognizing and supporting the strengths of potential partner organizations. “We’ve tried
to make the methodology even more open and free. There is still fear in
Burma, so we have to be very creative. We try to start talking about dignity, and when they are ready then we relate their situations with rights,”
says Aung Myo Min.
Much work is still needed. There has been growing recognition
among national NGOs of the importance of grassroots human rights
education for empowerment and thereby the protection and promotion of human rights. However, as economic development projects
continue to expand, Burmese NGOs will face new challenges in empowering the people of Burma to engage in social transformation and
to promote a culture of human rights. As opportunities open up for
civil society organizations to operate inside, the concurrent need for
capacity building and implementation of a rights-based approach to
development grows. This is particularly the case in areas outside of
Yangon where there is less access to trainings and information in addition to a greater prevalence of human rights violations. The organization also faces the challenge of building networks such that grassroots
level work can contribute to larger advocacy efforts targeting stakeholders in the political sphere. As Aung Myo Min says, “Without action,
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education becomes useless. We have to apply actions to the trainings
for public advocacy and policy making.” The process of building a national culture of human rights demands involvement from persons of
all locations, ethnicities, socioeconomic statuses, and religions. This
is a long-term, ongoing, and necessary struggle.

Silje Ødegård is a teacher in international aid and development work at
Fredly Folkehøgskole. In the period 2006–2013 she worked in Mongolia for
the Norwegian Lutheran Mission as project consultant and project director
for the Strengthening Children’s Rights Project.

250 Children and One
Guard under the Same Roof:
Addressing the Rights of
Mongolian Dormitory Children
Mongolia, the land of blue sky, the most beautiful and clear blue color!
The steppes are wide, thrilling, and intimidating at the same time. The
road looks like it is stretching into infinity. You think that no one can
live here; it all looks so vast and barren. And then, suddenly, you spot
a round white tent, a Mongolian ger. It could be only one, or maybe
two to three together. And that is the only sign of civilization you see,
except for a big herd of goats and sheep. Approaching the ger, a dog is
running up to the car, barking. Out from the ger steps a man, smiling
as he watches the strangers arrive. You might wonder whether the children of the family go to school, and if so, where they go to school. Most
likely they do go to school, and most likely they live in a dormitory in a
village, 20–100 kilometres away from their family – in a dormitory with
maybe 250 children and one guard watching them at night.
This is the reality for many children in the Mongolian countryside – the most sparsely populated country in the world. The country is
landlocked between China and Russia. Once it was the largest empire
the world had ever seen, stretching from Austria in the west to Korea
in the east. The Norwegian Lutheran Mission (NLM) has been working
in Mongolia since 1994. In 2009, the Strengthening Children’s Rights
Project was initiated with funding from Norad through Digni.
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In each municipality in Mongolia, except within the cities, there
are dormitories for nomadic children to live in. These dormitories
are under the local school’s administration. The children living in
the dormitories are not orphans, but their parents live too far away
from the school for the children to stay at home. Moreover, their
families move during the school year, making it impossible for the
children to stay at home and attend school. The solution to this issue
has been public dormitories.
At the dormitories there are 50–500 children from the ages of
six–eighteen. In Mongolia children start school at the age of six, and
elementary school lasts twelve years. At the dormitories there are teachers, guards, cooks, and sometimes cleaners. According to the national
requirements for dormitories, there should be at least one teacher per
fifty children. This is very often not the case, though. In many cases the
teacher may be responsible for as many as 100 children in a dormitory.
Also, the dormitory teacher is usually there only during daytime. In the
evening and during the night, there is one guard responsible for the
entire dormitory. The cooks are also present during the meals.

Why work with dormitories?
The idea of working to improve the situation for children living in
dormitories was raised by a Norwegian doctor who was doing an
assessment for a health project. Together with a team, he visited
a dormitory on their trip to the western provinces, which made a
lasting impression on him. When the planning for a new development project was announced, the doctor urged the planning team
to include dormitories in the needs assessment, which they did. The
idea was also raised in meetings with the National Authority for
Children and the Khovd County authorities. All agreed that this was
an important area to focus on, especially since there were no one else
working specifically to address this issue.
My first impression of a dormitory was that of a big, dark, and
cold brick building. When I asked the children whether they were
cold, they answered “no”, running around in just their sweaters. We
were cold in our winter coats. Apparently the children were very used
to these temperatures. The children slept in bunk beds, often two in
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one bed. There were no shower facilities. The children would fetch
water and have it heated it in the kitchen, and then do bucket showers in their rooms. The toilet facilities consisted of some latrines
outside. There were no lights at night. There were no functioning
activity rooms, and there were only a few desks and chairs in some
of the children’s rooms. Some children were laughing, and some
were quiet, wondering who the strangers visiting their dormitory
were. Some of the children were interviewed, as well as the staff. The
interviews revealed that there were few activities going on during
leisure time in the dormitories.
A report1 prepared by the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science and UNICEF (2007) reveals that children living in dormitories on
average do worse in school than children not living in dormitories. The
report points to different factors important for dormitory children to
succeed in school, such as the heating system in the dormitories, the
number of children in the rooms and beds, access to tables and chairs,
and attention from dormitory staff, to name but a few. Since elementary education is the key for further studies and work opportunities,
as well as many other aspects in life, there was a pressing need to do
something about the living situation for these children.
There were no other organizations working specifically with the
dormitories. A few organizations had provided periodic support for
equipment and infrastructure, but no organizations were working
long term on capacity building and awareness-raising for those working in the dormitories and the relevant decision-makers. The NLM
tried to talk to the national authorities about alternative schooling for
the children living in dormitories, providing an opportunity for the
children to stay at home with their family, but this was not something
they were interested in looking into. The national authorities’ only
focus is on the formal education system, i.e. the schools in the cities
and municipality centres. Hence, the children will have to live in dormitories for many years to come.
1. The official report is only available in Mongolian. The observations
included in this article are based on an unofficial English translation of the
report, titled Research Summary on Secondary Education School Dormitory
Conditions.
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Reports, observations, interviews, and meetings showed a need to
work to improve the situation for these children. The living conditions
needed to be improved, both physically and psychosocially. Living conditions were most likely affected by the limited number of staff, the capacity of the staff, the priorities delineated by decision-makers, and also
somewhat by the lack of attention and awareness among the children’s
parents. These children spend most of their childhood in the dormitory.
It is a very formative period in the children’s lives, and the experience
will affect how the children develop and who they grow to become.

Strategy
As the name of the project suggests, the focus has been on rights. The
project strives to work according to a human rights-based approach,
which affirms that all people are entitled to the same rights, and that
we have a duty to ensure that all people’s rights are upheld. The NLM
sees the children living in the dormitories as a marginalized group – a
group at risk. These children are often from poor families, and they are
very much left to themselves, surrounded by many children and few
adults. Efforts to improve the situation for these children has not been
prioritized by the school administration and the authorities.
The project has identified the main rights-holders to be the children
living in the dormitories and the duty-bearers to be the decision-makers, dormitory staff, and parents. The project works to empower the
children – for them to be aware of their rights and to be able to raise
their voice and take part, according to their age, in improving the situ
ation in the dormitories. At the same time, it is equally important to
hold the duty-bearers accountable for the situation in the dormitories.
I will return to this discussion below. The parents and staff should be
seen as duty-bearers and also as important actors for making the child
ren’s voices heard by the decision-makers.
Acknowledging this, the main strategy chosen has been to focus
on building capacity and raising awareness, involving all the different stakeholders in trainings, experience sharing, and meetings. The
project has also provided some equipment, like beds, chairs, etc. The
choice of which specific areas to support is always determined in
consultation with the dormitory community and in accordance with
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their needs. It has also been important to involve the staff and children
in monitoring. This has been done through Most Significant Change
(MSC) techniques, questionnaires (where the children, staff, and school
administration can list the most significant change that took place over
the last year), and discussions in focus groups.
To ensure local ownership and sustainability in the work, the pro
ject has also acknowledged the importance of working on various levels
of decision-making, from the local to the national. Regarding activities
in the dormitories, a sustainability plan has been developed and signed
together with Khovd County’s Education and Cultural Department,
stating which activities will be continued and by whom.

Activities
All nineteen Khovd County municipalities were included as target areas
in the project strategy from the onset. Up to six municipalities have been
targeted each year, but staff members from all nineteen municipalities
have been invited for trainings and activities every year. The main partner is the Khovd County Education and Cultural Department, and all
activities have been executed in cooperation with them. In the beginning, most activities were carried out by the project, but the department
has assumed more responsibilities over time. A year ago a new head of
department was appointed; a former principal from one of the schools
the project was working with already. She had been involved in different
training sessions and activities with the project and was very eager to
cooperate with the project to ensure the sustainability of the work. She
shared that prior to the project’s launch, when she was a principal, she
had not been very concerned about the situation in the dormitories, but
the project opened her eyes to the importance of the situation.
In the beginning, the main focus was on raising awareness, both
among the duty-bearers and the rights-holders. The national government, located in the capital, is far away from the dormitories. The government has not focused much on the situation in the dormitories. The
school principals are responsible for the dormitories, but due to a limi
ted budget they are very often forced to prioritize the schools over the
dormitories. At the start of the project, it was mainly dormitory teachers, social workers, and cooks that were involved in training sessions. It
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was decided at an early stage that principals and accountants should be
included in the training as well. Principals and accountants needed to
be made aware of the different needs in the dormitories, and also get
to know the situation and national requirements for dormitories, so
that they could provide ample support for the dormitory staff. In 2012,
staff and school administrators were trained in, among other things,
communication, children’s needs and characteristics according to age,
methods of positive disciplining, first aid, the importance of homework,
and the policies and focus of the government.
Parents traditionally have not been very involved in the dormitories.
Generally, they drop off and pick up their children, but do not know
much about what the situation in the dormitory is like for their children. Hence, it was important to involve the parents in training sessions as well as in meetings with the school administration, dormitory
staff, and representatives from among the children. Dormitory teachers and social workers in the schools have been trained, through the
project, to continue to organize trainings and meetings for the parents.
In several municipalities they have seen the importance of this and
have managed to continue to carry out training sessions. Training for
parents in 2012 included methods of positive disciplining, communication with children, the rights of the child (participation, protection and
leisure time), and a discussion on the topic of participation of parents
and the local community to improve the dormitory situation.
During the discussions, parents, representatives from among the
children, dormitory staff, the school administration, and the municipality’s authorities have been involved, along with the project
staff. Issues have been raised and solutions proposed in these meetings. Mostly, the local stakeholders have found solutions that they
can implement themselves, but they have also requested project
support for some items, such as kitchen equipment, benches and
tables for development rooms.
Dormitory teachers are the main individuals responsible at the
dormitories and, moreover, the only ones with a professional background in working with children. Therefore, dormitory teachers have
been the key players with the potential to improve everyday life in
the dormitory. In 2012, dormitory teachers from all the dormitories
in Khovd province attended training on subjects such as “Responsi-
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bilities and work methods of children’s board”, “Involving dormitory
children in the decision-making process”, “What dormitory teachers should be aware of when working with children”, “Methods of
conducting trainings”, and “Communication with children”. Other
training were conducted with the rest of the staff. For several training
sessions the school doctors and social workers were also included, to
increase their competence, to encourage cooperation with dormitory
teachers, and to make them more aware of the needs in dormitories.
Together with the Khovd County Education and Cultural Department, a manual for dormitory teachers featuring all relevant laws
and requirements, including templates for registering the dormitory
children, was developed, in addition to a leisure time book. Likewise, a
dormitory assessment tool has been developed and is now being piloted with the aim of being applied nationwide to monitor the situation in
the dormitories. The indicators used in this tool match the indicators
in the national requirements for dormitories.
As stated previously, it has been important for the project to
empower the dormitory children. Therefore, the children have been
involved in training on topics such as children’s rights, communication, life skills, and leisure activities. The project has also allowed
the children’s boards at the dormitories to be elected democratically,
and has encouraged the children’s boards to be involved in what is
happening in the dormitories, being the voice of the children and arranging activities. Furthermore, a summer camp has been arranged
for children from various dormitories to come together, along with
some of the staff. In the beginning, most of the training for the children was conducted by project staff, but now this is more often done
by the dormitory staff.

Results
The most important result of the project so far was well formulated
in the report meeting during the final project evaluation: A participant argued that staff members now increasingly see themselves as
caretakers for the children living in the dormitories. Before, it was
common to think of the dormitory as a “storage place” – simply a
place for the children to sleep. Hence, staff members did not think of
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themselves as caretakers. Now they see how important it is to spend
time with the children, listen to them, and actively try to make the
dormitory a pleasant place for the children to be. One of the reasons
for this change was the influence of staff training in communication
and child upbringing. Of course, this had been the aim of the training
sessions; for staff members to become aware of the important role
they fill in the lives of the children and to gain competence in how to
be good caretakers for these children.
Several dormitories have continued to offer training for and
meetings with the parents. In some dormitories the parents have
become more involved in helping to improve the situation and have
also begun visiting the children more often. Some schools have also
made efforts to improve the situation in the dormitories, for example
by providing a refrigerator and increasing the number of beds and
sheets. These improvements have been made by the school, sometimes with support from the parents as well. In addition, the county
Education and Culture Department contributed more necessary
procurements to the dormitories in 2012 than before. Since the project began, the number of dormitory teachers has increased by six in
Khovd. But the ratio of children to teacher is still seventy to one, not
fifty to one, which is the national requirement.
Some dormitories had development rooms that were not in use,
while other dormitories did not have development rooms at all. The
project has worked to equip dormitories with such rooms and also to
implement training sessions regarding the importance of leisure activities and how to initiate these. Monitoring has revealed that the development rooms are now used for their intended purpose. Dormitories have
included leisure activities in their work plan, and dormitory teachers
and dormitory children’s boards collaborate on organizing activities.
In several dormitories, the guards, who previously have only seen
themselves as guards, have begun organizing leisure activities for the
children. In one dormitory in particular, the guards have divided three
different rooms between them, one as a playroom for the youngest
children, one for making handicrafts, and one for a teenage girls’ group.
The guards are very proud of their work.
In some dormitories, the children’s boards have raised issues
that have been successfully addressed. For example, children in one
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dormitory requested smaller buckets for fetching water. One of the
children’s chores was to fetch water, but the buckets were too big,
which made the chore difficult. The children were listened to and
received smaller buckets.
The Ministry of Education has expressed an interest in learning from
our experiences, as they see the NLM as the stakeholder with the most
knowledge in this area. The NLM has managed to raise dormitory issues
in several national forums, which most likely has strengthened some of
the focus of the different national stakeholders and other NGOs. Now the
NLM’s aim is for the Ministry of Education to see this issue as important
enough that they would want to partner with the NLM in this work.
Through Most Significant Change-stories, the children, staff, and
the school administrations have had the opportunity to share the
most significant changes that have taken place over the last year.
From these stories it is clear that most of the children and adults have
seen an improved physical environment in the dormitories, especifically the enhanced development rooms. Those who have noted changes in the psychosocial environment point to better communication
and that teachers have been listening more to the children’s ideas and
opinions than before.
Below is a summary of two exemple stories from 2012:
… I noticed that they [dormitory staff members] have started to work
from the bottoms of their heart and are showing more initiative. They
have started to come to me with new ideas for different kinds of work
and they also started to say what is going okay and what is not going
okay…. Trainings and experience-sharing meetings have influenced this
change. (D. Manat, principle of Khovd municipality school)
The most significant change in my opinion is that we now have a leisure
time room. All the children come and play there every day. Children like
to come to this room and they are learning to play musical instruments.
Before, they were walking around outside doing nothing. This is the
most significant change because now it is possible for children to play,
do their homework, and wash and iron their clothes in their leisure
time. Also it has become possible for children to develop their skills and
talents. (B . Namjil, pupil living in Durgun Soum dormitory)
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Lessons learned
One of the most important things we have learned from this project
is that our strategy of focusing on capacity and competency building
is working. Knowledge is something that lasts and that helps induce
change over time. The process of empowering rights-holders and making duty-bearers responsible will continue. In the beginning, mainly
dormitory staff members were included in the process of implementing
change. But in order to make changes, they needed support from their
supervisors. Therefore, supervisors and decision-makers have also
been included in activities, awareness-raising, and training.
We have also learned to always work closely with those responsible
for the specific project areas. We succeeded in building a close relationship with the Khovd County Education and Cultural Department, and
they are eager to continue cooperating and taking on more responsibility for the project. We also realize that if we had spent more time establishing this relationship in the beginning, the handing over of some of
the responsibilities could have happened even sooner.
As a foreigner in Mongolia, my experience has been that we are
often quick to tackle the most complicated issues, whereas local people
see more basic issues that need to be dealt with first. This difference in
approach is important to be aware of at an early stage of the planning.
One of the slogans of this project has been “children are the future”.
It is crucial that development work continues to focus on children and
their education. Above all, we need to continue focusing on children’s
rights in the future.
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“Even with Higher Education
You Remain a Woman”: A Gender
Perspective on Higher Education
and Social Change in the Toliara
Region of Madagascar
The aim of this study1 is to discuss the participation of women in higher education in the Toliara region in Madagascar. This is a small-scale,
in-depth study exploring women’s attitudes to higher education. We describe how students and lecturers at the University of Toliara, through
participating in academic life, challenge established norms and values
connected to gendered behavior in relation to education and kinship.
The women juggle modern and traditional2 elements in their lives and
in this article we analyze this in terms of how gender roles and family
relations stand in contrast to education. Our aim has been to shed light
1. This article was first published in Gender and Education, Vol. 22(2), in
March 2010. The article has been altered from its original version. The study
was part of a research-based co-operative program between the University of
Toliara in Madagascar, the University of Stavanger, and the Centre for Inter
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on the meaning higher education has for these women, and how new
opportunities and challenges are creating changes in gender relations.
The objective has also been to understand how these women have succeeded in achieving higher education.
The study challenges researchers, policymakers, and development
specialists to address the fact that educating girls offers the best hope
of breaking the cycle of female deprivation (King and Hill 1993).
Because of the direct effects of greater knowledge and awareness, female education has an enormous social impact. Among the
barriers to higher education that have been given most attention in
studies in the Toliara region are low-quality schools for girls, a lack
of female role models with higher education, sexual harassment at
school, duties in the household, early marriage, and economic hardships that result in only the boys in the family being sent to school.
In addition, lack of birth certificates for girls will prevent their
schooling, and the parents’ own educational level, economic status
and class are factors that are viewed as decisive for girls’ access to
education (Nerine et al. 2003).
There are, however, some women who have succeeded in achieving
higher education at the University of Toliara, and these women are the
focus in this article. Five students at graduate level (masters or equivalent) and five lecturers have been interviewed about how they see their
lives. A focus on higher education needs a “women’s life perspective”
and not only a focus on what conditions have to be in place in order for
women to succeed in higher education.

cultural Communication in Norway in the period 2002–2006. One of the
research projects was about obstacles that prevent girls from taking higher
education in the Toliara region.
2. The concepts of tradition and modernity are stylized, abstracted models
of aspects of the world (Weber 1919/1978). Such dichotomies are oversimplified and are of a different order than the social reality that they presume to
describe. The act of differentiating between traditional and modern values is
meant to bring out contrasts. Most values are transitional, falling between
traditional and modern and marked by aspects of both these concepts. Our
use of the concepts traditional and modern values are therefore ideal types,
models to think with.
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Context
The Toliara region is situated in the southwestern part of Madagascar.
In this region there has been a gradual transition from subsistence
economy to market economy during the last decades. The economic
changes have been determined by a number of factors. About 90% of
the people in the Toliara region cultivate rice, which they combine
with holding cattle or sometimes with fishing. The national economic
downturn has had severe consequences for people in this part of the
country where regular droughts and infertile soil often leads to malnutrition of the population. One can say that the Toliara region is a region
of constant crises. The water and soil resources are scarce. In addition,
cyclones often hit the coastal areas with detrimental consequences.
The difficult economic situation of the area also has consequences for
the social services provided, such as health care and education (Commisariat au developpement integre du Sud 1993).
As in the rest of the country, the school system in the Toliara region
has deteriorated during the last three decades. The history of formal
education in Madagascar began with the establishment of the first missionary schools. During French colonial rule a French system of public
schools was put into place. After the Second World War this system was
improved in order to give the Malagasy more academic training and opportunities. When Madagascar gained independence in 1960, the school
system was almost identical to that of France (US Library of Congress
2003–2004). The public school system was relatively good and it was possible to achieve a higher degree through this system. The educational
systems inherited from the colonial powers also have had incentives for
promoting women’s participation in academia by, for example, offering
scholarships for well-qualified doctoral students abroad.
Today’s educational system in Madagascar provides compulsory
education for children between the ages of five and 14. The literacy
rate in 2000 was 59.7% for women and 73.6% for men (UNESCO 2003–
2004). Although the enrollment rate at the primary school level is
almost the same for boys (67%) and girls (68%), the rate for girls at
secondary level is only 36% and at the tertiary level only 3% (US Lib
rary of Congress 2003–2004).
The difficult economic situation in Madagascar has had a negative
effect on the high repetition rate in the schools and the low quality of
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education can partly be explained by the previous government-sponsored public school system. A consequence of this is that the rich and
the middle class have placed their children in private French schools,
while the poor are forced to send their children to increasingly disadvantaged public schools (Finanger and Helgø 2004). School is expensive for many people. This is because of various fees that are charged,
and also because the pupils have to cover the cost of notebooks, pencils and school uniforms. Among those who continue schooling after
the fifth year, many have to move from rural areas to other lodging
or boarding schools, and the family has to cover these expenses. In
addition, many children are not sent to school because their help is
needed at home.
At the same time a lot of people question whether education pays off.
Many with education find it hard to get a job and, if they do, the salary
is not always sufficient to support their family. In certain ethnic groups
some of the girls get pregnant very early, at around thirteen–fifteen
years of age, which makes them leave school. Several informants told us
that there is a great difference in school achievement between children
living in urban and rural areas. In urban areas most children finish
middle school, whereas in rural areas they finish fifth grade at the most,
at an age of ten–eleven years old.

Previous research
In the literature about women and education in the South, much
focus has been put on girls and basic education (Stromquist 1989;
UNICEF 2007), but less on what effect higher education has on women
and how they live their lives. Some key writers have, however, made
important contributions, for example Amina Mama (1996), Louise
Morley (1995), Joy Kwesiga (2002), Abiola Odejide (2002), Jane Onsongo
(2004), Christine Skelton, Becky Francis, and Lisa Smulyan (2006), and
Amandina Lihamba (2007).
The most visible effect of higher education is perhaps that it tends
to affect the decisions women make about marriage. They marry later
than other women, if at all, and they are also more conscious about
who they want to marry. Tamale and Oloka-Onyango (2000) point to
the fact that female academics carry a dual burden, including tradi-
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tional obligations, which directly affects their freedom to operate and
to take up issues in the academy.
There is little research on women in higher education in general
and on the educational setting in Madagascar in particular. Gaining an
increased understanding of the participation of women in higher education is interesting due to the small number of women enrolled at this
level of the education system and the goal of the international community on gender equality in education. Like in other low-income count
ries Madagascar has very few students in higher education, but the
gender ratio is less skewed than in many other countries. This makes a
study of women in higher education particularly relevant.

Method
We consider qualitative interviews to be an apt method for highlighting the participation of women in higher education in Toliara. This
article is based on qualitative material gathered through semi-structured interviews with ten women at the University of Toliara in Madagascar. The interviews were conducted in the fall of 2004, with a tentative interview guide prepared in advance. The sample consisted of
five lecturers at the university and five students at higher level (licence
or maitrise). The main criterion for selection was finding women who
had succeeded in higher education, as lecturers and/or students. We
also wanted to select people representing different geographical and
ethnic backgrounds, town and countryside, and varying economic
living conditions.
Despite our effort to find informants that represented these variations in background, we found that all the women selected had parents
that had been or were working in the public sector as teachers or civil
servants. Although our informants did represent different geographical
areas and ethnic groups, we found that they made up a rather homogeneous group in terms of class background. They were all of a middle
class background with parents who had some degree of education and
jobs that made it possible for the informants to pursue a career in higher education. Much research has been undertaken on class and education (Reay 2006) and from what we know about class and its influence
on academic achievement, it is no surprise that we ended up with such
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a homogeneous group of informants. Or as Reay puts it, “relationships
between gender and education do not make sense unless they are informed by social class” (ibid, p. 339).

Women’s careers in higher education
Gender relations in the Toliara rural society today are best understood
when looked at through the household organization. The household is
the organizational basis for the gender-specific division of labor, and it
is the arena where women and men cooperate to cope with their daily
chores. Women’s workload is generally extensive and includes taking
care of children and elders, cooking, housework, and potentially farming, fishing and trade. Due to their important domestic roles women
are always influential, but to a varying degree, depending on the size
and composition by age and sex of the household and its economic
conditions. The general norm for women in relation to the extended
family is to care for the kinship group when necessary, by supporting
the members economically and socially according to their demands
and expectations (Skjortnes 2000).
In the following we present the findings of our research by listing
factors that are central to the meaning and influence of higher education
in women’s lives in Toliara. We describe the relation to the immediate
family, the establishment of one’s own nuclear family, relation to extended family, gendered division of labor, and relation to educational context.
Relation to one’s own immediate family
A very visible trait in our material is the women’s parents’ attitude to
education. Overall, the women received considerable support from
their parents when taking higher education. This support could be
economic support in money or goods, but also moral support. These
women represent a special group in the Malagasy population as
daughters of civil servants, which entails that at least one of their parents have obtained higher education at some level. Teachers and civil
servants are a minority in the Malagasy population where 80% are
farmers. In spite of the very limited resources they have access to, they
still represent a relatively resourceful part of society.
In some of the cases, both parents were very supportive, but most
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often either the father or the mother was more supportive. The parents
had very often done a lot for their children’s education, such as taking
extra jobs to pay the school fees, or moving to more central areas so
that the children could go to good schools. In some cases they had
also stood up to the extended family in the event that their daughters’
education was questioned. Many parents wanted to give their children
what they themselves could never achieve. For these families higher
education is seen as an important investment for creating better lives
for the daughters and their families, and for creating positive processes
of change in society. In some of the families, all the children were given
a good education. In other families, often those facing greater econo
mic constraints, some children were chosen to receive a good education
and in many cases our informant had been the one chosen.
Eleonore (30), a student, expresses her experience like this:
My father calls me major and my siblings can get very jealous of me.
I am the queen in my family.
Apart from the parents, other people also encouraged the women to
take higher education.
Among these were teachers or nuns at the schools they attended. In
one case the aunt of the informant had been a great supporter, and in
another the boyfriend had been very supportive. With a background
of considerable support from their parents and others, the informants
placed great value on education from an early age and were highly motivated for their studies. Some saw higher education as a natural thing as
they were following in their parents’ footsteps. For most of the informants, taking higher education was a very conscious choice. All the
women were motivated for higher education both on intellectual and
economic grounds. Their intellectual motivation was very visible in the
interest they showed in their discipline, and they wanted to teach and
do research within their field.
I want to be the best within my field. (Juliette, 28, student)
All the informants saw great value in gaining as much knowledge as
possible. As one of the lecturers put it:
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In addition to using my knowledge for further studies and work, I also
see a great advantage in being knowledgeable in society in order to be
independent and to be able to stand up against the authority’s use of
power. (Ernestine, 52)
The informants were also economically motivated for taking higher education. They saw higher education as a way for them to get a good job
with a steady income. This, they hoped, would give them greater independence and a better chance of making their own free choices in life.
Some of the informants were very open about wanting to be freed from
traditional women’s roles and gaining more control over their own lives.
Education is important so that we [the women] can get a job outside the
home. (Soa, 27, student)
Establishment of one’s own nuclear family
Among the ten women we interviewed, four lecturers and two students
were married and one student was cohabitating with her boyfriend. Three
of the women were not married. Two of the lecturers had been through a
divorce. Both explained that the reason for their divorce was because their
husbands had tried to hinder them from studying. The student who was
cohabitating had higher education than her partner, which was not seen
as a problem in their relationship. In one of the relationships, it was the
man who did the larger share of work at home so that the woman could
work and study. This is quite unique in a Malagasy context. The woman’s
partner was some years older than her, and she said:
Friends with a boyfriend the same age have less freedom [than me].
(Eleonore, 30, student)
The two women who did not have a boyfriend were very clear that the
reason for this was that commitment to a man could curb their own independence and limit their ability to reach their educational and occupational aspirations. Juliette (28), a student, explains:
Men at the university are egoistic and they have expectations [of a girl]
that I don’t want to meet.
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Franchette (29), a student, says:
I don’t want a boyfriend before I have ended my studies or started to
work. Study first, family later.
All the women who had children were very concerned about giving
their children a good education. Some of the lecturers had at times
been away from their children a lot while working. This troubled them.
Those who did not have children were all grappling with the pressure of
having children.
Zana (35), one of the students complains:
Men don’t want to marry me because they think I am infertile and others think I am a lesbian because I don’t have a man and it troubles me
and makes me ashamed.
Representatives of the younger generation were all very conscious
about the choice of getting married and having children. Almost all of
them wanted children at some point, but they saw it as very problematic to study and have a family at the same time, because of the burden
that a family would put on them. The women already in a relationship
were very conscious about how they wanted this to be and how they
wanted to manage family life.
Soa (27), a student, says:
Although my family puts great pressure on me, I am free to choose my
own partner, but my partner must respect my extended family.
Although the married women were living traditional lives in terms of
being married and having children, they were very conscious about
their work and married life. They were very good at juggling their
family and work lives, and they had busy days trying to live up to the
expectations in both arenas. By having family members live with them,
they managed to take care of children and study/work at the same time.
However, the women carried a dual burden based on traditional obligations, so that taking care of family hampered their freedom to operate
and focus on their academic career.
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Relation to extended family
Our informants expressed a strong family identity, and this relation
guided the choices they made to a great extent. The choice of higher
education as a path in life is, admittedly, a choice that only a minority in society makes, but even the women we interviewed stressed the
importance of their relationships to the kinship group. These relation
ships revolved around duties and rights associated with economic
support and bread winning, as well as with practical tasks of care.
The burdens of these duties are felt by both lecturers and students:
My husband and I must continually yield economic resources in relation
to our kin. Much is expected of us. (Arlette, 48)
I am the eldest in my family and therefore have to help siblings and
others with what they need. They often approach me and ask for advice,
as I have education. (Zana, 35)
The extended family thus represents belonging, safety and care,
but because kinship relations also imply a number of duties, many
suggested that geographical distance to one’s kin can often be an
advantage.
Many of our informants experience supportive attitudes from their
extended family. New knowledge is perceived as an important resource
in a changing society, where old solutions often do not function in
relation to new challenges and new situations. In addition, the kinship
group often considers it a good investment that one or more of the
family members, after completing their education, have the prospect of
receiving a regular wage from the state – a wage that the kinship group
can later benefit from.
Margerite (55), a lecturer, explains:
My grandfather often asked: “Which is more powerful – a pen or a gun?”
His answer was the pen, and he said that his ambition was that everybody in his family would obtain power over this pen.
The same notion is expressed by Juliette (28), a student:
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My mother’s brother has constantly encouraged me to complete my education, but my grandmother would like me to finish it and move home
to my mother who is now alone.
Still, some expressed that they had taken higher education against the
wishes of their extended family. Education was considered superfluous and expensive, and some of the women referred to their extended
family’s skepticism and resistance toward higher education. Some in
the kinship group wanted to use the money invested in education to
buy cattle, others suggested that one should primarily support boys
in university education, while others thought primary and secondary
education were sufficient. One of the women had also been forced to
discontinue her education in order to marry a cousin with three little
children, whom her family thought she should take responsibility for.
However, after some years at home, she went back to the educational
setting at the university and continued her studies.
My family is not so fussed about education – they think primary and
secondary schooling is sufficient. (Franchette, 29, student)
My mother’s cousin asks why the family should spend so much money
on a girl – if only it had been a boy. (Justine, 50, lecturer)
One of the most important tasks in traditional Malagasy society is
the continuation of the hereditary line. For several of our informants,
choosing higher education had meant going against these expectations from their family by postponing marriage and pregnancy. As
also described above, this had created complications in relation to the
kinship group, which put pressure on the woman to bear children, and
preferably also get married. At the same time, our informants expressed
no doubt that education gives position, power and influence, which the
extended family makes use of.
Tsara (40), a lecturer, expresses this clearly:
Because of my education, my relatives trust me – they come and ask me
for advice.
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Margerite (55), a lecturer, supports her:
No one dares steal our family’s cattle – our positions at the university
create respect.
The gendered division of labor
The extended family often presents barriers to creating new gendered
divisions of labor. The barriers express concerns for continuity and the
maintenance of traditional values, and several of our informants told
us about reactions related to women and men choosing to organize the
household’s gendered division of labor in new ways. Attempts to break
away from the usual gender role pattern are often met with ridicule.
Several of the women expressed criticism of the role pattern they were
traditionally expected to enter into.
Tsara (40), a lecturer, exemplifies this:
Education is salvation for us women – in that way we get saved from the
slave activities men expect us to perform. To obtain an education is the
only way to attain respect.
Some went even further in expressing their independence and making
their own choices:
I chose this course instead of a man. I wanted education and a good job,
and I found this difficult to combine with marriage. (Zana, 35, student)
Franchette (29), a student, adds:
I suffer because my husband controls all the finances in our family. He
is going to govern and fuss as long as I don’t have an income. My ambition is to obtain my own salary.
Several of our female informants seemed to choose a more untraditional labor division between themselves and their partners. They expressed the fact that they were conscious of making their own choices,
as did Eleonore (30), a student:
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At our place, the man does the housework – it gives me much greater
freedom. I have my own career and am not as dependent on my husband as were wives in my parents’ generation.
Others choose to organize household activities by hiring a maid, often
a relative in poorer economic circumstances, who can thus secure her
own livelihood. However, several of our informants found it problematic
to combine higher education and a career with marriage and family life.
Soa (27), a student, informs us that:
All the people I went to high school with have good work positions today,
but they have problems getting married.
Relation to educational context
Our informants represent a group of women with a special position in
society. They have a strong awareness of women’s often underprivileged
situation in society, and of the discrimination often experienced by
women. These women also experience discrimination themselves in
the educational field they are in as lecturers and students.
Margerite (55), a lecturer, says:
There was great resistance towards me as a woman becoming one of the
leaders at the university. A petition was arranged to prevent me from
being elected. A national appointment was needed for this resistance to
be overcome.
Zana (35), a student, had a similar experience:
I did not get my application approved to participate in a lab experiment, because I am a woman. They said that chemicals could affect my
monthly cycle, and when I became pregnant, what would they do then?
Juliette (28), a student, explains:
One of my lecturers asked me for sex, but I refused, and as a result I was
given a bad grade in his class.
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It is thus not only the immediate or extended family who put pressure
on these women to fulfill the traditional gender role as women. Men
in equivalent positions at the university also frequently have problems
with the new female role, and reference was made to statements that
one does not want to marry a woman who does not keep up with the
traditional female activities in the household. One of the female lecturers expressed it thus:
My husband is the decision-maker at our place, and I have to do all the
housework at home. (Justine, 50)
For some women their academic progression is halted by domestic
demands. It is also halted by additional work. Students taking higher
education receive a monthly scholarship as a contribution to their
economic support. However, many of the women have to take other
jobs besides studying to have a sufficient income while they study. In
addition, a few of the students told us about their duty to look after
their siblings who were also placed in Toliara to pursue an education.
For some of the informants this took a lot of energy and one of the interviewees said she suffered from malnutrition as she had a hard time
providing enough food for herself and her siblings.
Common to all the women we interviewed was the desire to improve
women’s livelihood and their positions in society and at the university. At the same time, they expressed the view that it is primarily future
generations and the young people growing up now who can take on the
new roles of women and “make room for them” in society.
Ernestine (52), a lecturer, sums it up:
I’d like to be a role model for girls at the university. In some subjects
there are very few female lecturers.

Between continuity and change
We see social life as a dynamic process, where women, through social
encounters and through their gendered behaviors, have the opportunity to question established ideas, values and images. As we see it
then, gender is a complex and dynamic set of ideas, actions and feel-
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ings about what it means to be a woman or a man in a specific place,
culture and time (Kabeer 2003).
Our theoretical perspective is based on the assumption that feminini
ties and masculinities are historical, social and cultural constructions
(Kessler and McKenna 1978; West and Zimmermann 1987; Butler 1997).
As Simone de Beauvoir puts it, “one is not born a woman, one becomes
one” (1952, p. 249). In our research material we have identified two social
contexts: the family, comprising both the immediate and extended fami
ly, and the academic context, the university. These two contexts represent two sets of values that affect and guide the women’s everyday life,
namely the preservation of family and kinship, and an academic career
through higher education respectively. To meet these values in the two
different contexts, there are different obligations and demands facing
the women students and lecturers. We will discuss each of these two
social contexts in turn.
Kinship as a social context
The notion of kinship is the single most important social institution
in the rural area of the Toliara region. The kin group in many cases
takes care of one’s livelihood, marriage, protection, belonging and
social identity. The kinship norms represent symbolic power, and
guide individuals’ actions. According to Pierre Bourdieu (2001), power
has to do with how a society’s unspoken rules steer our behavior in
certain directions. However, the construction of gender in the kinship
context is questioned when the female students and academics enter
the university context, implying different ways of producing femininities and masculinities.
Through our interviews with the students and the lecturers, there
were certain values that seemed to be common for the family context that
these women relate to. From the description above of the immediate fami
lies’ positive attitude towards giving daughters education, we can identify
a value in taking education that has been decisive for the students and
the lecturers’ motivation for pursuing a higher education and staying in
the academic context. Through socialization within a family with these
values, the women have internalized images of themselves as being smart
and of being someone for the family to invest in. This has given them the
necessary self-confidence to pursue their individual career in academia.
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In addition, the value that the parents see in giving daughters an
education has been signaled to these women by sending them to urban areas where there are good schools, letting them study for many
years without taking part in the family’s chores, and their parents’ decision to spend considerable economic funds on their education. The
investment their parents have made in their education is mirrored in
these women’s own attitude towards education and their conscious
awareness of being strong, independent women. Through their
socialization into their immediate family context, the women have
gone through a long process of learning that has made it possible for
them to enter the academic field.
As we have described above, both the students and the lecturers had
strong ties to their extended family, which is also part of the notion of a
kinship context. The extended family was important for support and as
a “social security net” in their lives. At the same time, this aspect of the
family placed many duties and a lot of pressure on these women, which
was often in conflict with the new path the women had chosen for their
lives. As long as the demands from the kinship group to have children
and preferably to get married remained unfulfilled, many of the women
described their kinship relations as challenging.
The extended family also put other strains on the women we inter
viewed. For the lecturers who had a good position and an income
through their job at the university, there were economic expectations
from the kinship group. All the lecturers told us that they had relatives
living with them. We found that the students and the lecturers had an
ambiguous relationship to their extended family. Despite the strains
that it put on them, they upheld the importance of belonging to a kinship group. It was important for their identity and belonging, but also
for their own social security.
The university as social context
Our perspective is that gender is created through interaction and
human practices, which originate in the social and cultural context
women and men live in, and that this is maintained and changed
over time. In the university context, therefore, these human practices
guide the choices of students and lecturers and provide the necessary
practical skills and dispositions. These women have learned which
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practices are important to perform in order to achieve educational
merit and to be acknowledged in the academic field.
In addition to the academic expectations that are sought fulfilled
through hard work at the university, there is a second challenge for
the women in the academic field. This is the challenge of stepping
into an arena that is dominated by men and masculinity. In Bourdieu’s Masculine Domination (2001) there is a description of how
masculinity and femininity influence – and are manifested in – social
and cultural space, and become human practices that are seen as
normal and legitimate. In the educational university context, we consider these human practices to refer to the masculine norms of what
is perceived as normal and legitimate. In Bourdieu’s terms, we are
referring to the “constancy of structure” manifested and naturalized
in gender relations in social and cultural space. The women in our
study are entering a social field of masculine domination, in which
social relations and categories of understanding about sex and gender produce a constant gendered division of labor which is embodied
in human practices.
We have found that the concept of power, as Bourdieu defines it, is
relevant in order to understand the pressure and strain the students
and the lecturers are under from the family context and the academic
context. In both contexts, the students and the lecturers are socialized
into sets of values that are embodied and which make up the human
practices of these contexts. The women want to achieve the values of
both contexts; they want a preservation of family and kinship, and they
want an academic career through higher education. In order to achieve
this they have to perform according to the values and expectations
of the family context, and according to academic expectations. At the
same time they have to challenge the gendered practices related to
these contexts. The women therefore have to juggle different contexts
and different expectations in the contexts, as they live in and want to be
part of both the family context and the academic context.
We have found an explicit trace of both contexts in the way that the
women talk about customs. They refer both to customs they have been
socialized into in accordance with the ancestors, fomba gasy (“Malagasy
customs”), and expectations of how to act in a changing society, fomba
vaovao (“new customs”).
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New gendered practices
In our study, all the women see it as an ideal to seek greater freedom
and to extend their scope for individual choices. The women’s choice
of higher education has created better living conditions for those who
have attained a job at the university. It has also improved their position
in society. Still, the demands and pressures from family continue. Even
though the women have achieved their goals of higher education, they
are, again and again, haunted by their extended families’ demands and
expectations. Or, as one of the women expressed it: “Even with higher
education you remain a woman.”
The extended family therefore emerges both as a supporting and
a hindering factor for women who take higher education. The women
themselves reinforce the processes they enter into, through challenging
limitations and established ideas about gendered behavior. This means
that opposing interests between themselves and their extended families are made evident. Higher education is therefore not necessarily an
unambiguous benefit, but can also become a burden for one’s self-
understanding, as described by our informants.
The women all signal a strong and immediate interest in their
academic discipline and see it as fulfilling to work as lecturers or being
students. In addition, our findings show that for these women, choosing higher education gives them social, cultural and economic independence. It enables them to reach a position in which they can break with
some of the expected gendered division of labor, whether in the domestic household or in the workplace. These women challenge not only
the kinship context, but also the academic context, where they seek to
construct new gendered behavior in a context of masculine power. In
addition, despite hindrances, the women see themselves as role models
and they consciously place themselves in positions where they can be
visible to young men and women.
Sex-role socialization theories have been criticized for the simplistic understanding that gender consists of roles that individuals can
take up or change at will (Connell 1987; Davies 1993; MacNaughton
2006). Feminist poststructuralists argue that individuals construct
their gender and that genders are relational and interdependent
(Walkerdine and Lucey 1989; Alloway 1995). These post-structural
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thinkers have shown how the meaning of gender entails fluid and
shifting processes of identification (Unterhalter 2006). In this framework, the process of education may be seen as a process of recognizing this fluidity (Narayan 1997; Mannathoko 1999; Stambach 2000).
Indeed, even when approaching a society like the Malagasy, a society
marked by strong heteronormativity, we believe that the traditional
classification of femininity and masculinity should be questioned,
being open to various applications of the concept of gender. The
fact that the notion of being “lesbian” was mentioned by one of the
students implies that the construction of gender is taking place in
various ways. Considering the social context these women live in, they
have altered views of marriage and children. This signals different
female values that may have been promoted by these women’s participation in an academic environment during many years of studying. In
addition, there has been a historical change achieved by the previous
generation of female academics, who paved the way for the young
women and made it easier for them to stand up to the pressure in the
family context and the university context.
We have found that different values prevail within the two social
contexts, especially within the extended family, but to a certain extent
also within the women themselves. Even though participation in the
educational context in many ways represents a break with kinship
values for the women, one can actually find clear traces of these values
in most of these women’s families, both in relation to attitudes and to
practical behavior. The traditional gendered practices hold great currency, even as they are being challenged. Seeking to understand women’s experiences between “tradition” and the “modern”, this research
might, therefore, debunk that evolutionary dichotomy.
Education seems to trigger irreversible processes both for the
women and for their extended families. This will have consequences
for the value systems in both contexts. Our research suggests that the
importance of values seems to be underestimated in the debate about
education and gender. Education is not culturally neutral, but contains both explicit and implicit propositions and meanings that may
change people’s perception of reality. Education is also valued both
positively and negatively at the same time, according to position and
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power relations in family and society. Women with higher education
engage in complex processes of change induced by the processes of
education. At the same time they seem to choose ways of maintaining
some continuity with family and kinship values in how they construct
and manage their lives as women.
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Training Teachers in Burkas and
High Heels: Bringing Dignity
through Education to Women in
Rural Afghanistan
“I am happy and sad at the same time: happy because I am finally learning something, sad because I feel like I have spent the last ten years in
school learning nothing.” (Safia, nineteen years old, teacher–student
at the Female Teacher Education Program, Mazar-e-Sharif)
In the early years after the fall of the Taliban, education was a top
priority for the Afghan government and donors. The main focus was
getting children back into school. For girls, the increase in enrollment
has been dramatic; official enrollment figures have increased from an
estimated 5,000 under the Taliban to 2.4 million girls enrolled in 2011
(Oxfam 2011).
Efforts to improve education in Afghanistan have slowed down over
the years. Much of the donor efforts have been on quantity rather than
on quality. They have focused on increasing the number of students
enrolled and the number of teachers on payrolls. There has been very
little attention to measuring learning outcomes, increased monitoring,
and improving secondary education. Most teachers and schools have
been through special training programs where a new methodology
was introduced. The training programs, however, would run for a few
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weeks only, without any follow up; most teachers never practise what
they learned. Rote learning1 is still the main method for acquiring
knowledge in Afghan schools.

The Female Teacher Education Program
The Female Teacher Education Program (FTEP) is a training program implemented in Mazar-e-Sharif for village students from the
Balkh Province. The program currently has fifteen students from
nine different villages where secondary and high school education
for girls is limited or non-existent. The students will complete their
high school education in a public school and at the same time
be enrolled in the teacher-training program, where they will be
trained to become professional teachers. The students will learn
evidence-based methodology, how to contextualize pedagogical
material to fit their local setting, and how to process knowledge
and connect it to real-life situations. They will practise their critical
thinking skills and gain an understanding about what it means to
become lifelong learners. Most of the students stay at the dormitory
provided by the program. After two years of training, the students
will return to their villages and offer secondary education for girls
there. The program will ensure that the newly trained teachers
receive teacher salaries from the government when they return to
their villages. There will be a follow-up and monitoring period of
two years to ensure implementation of quality education where the
learning outcomes for pupils are at a satisfactory level.
A lack of security and limited infrastructure make it challenging to
take quality education to rural areas in Afghanistan. This particularly
affects female students because they are often not allowed to sit in
mixed classes with boys after reaching puberty. Thousands of teachers
receive training through the government-run teacher training colleges
every year. Many of the graduates are posted as teachers in rural areas.
But this applies only to male graduates; females cannot travel alone.
While there is a majority of female teachers in Afghanistan’s cities,
there are mostly male teachers in the villages. This is another challenge
1. Rote learning, see page 82, note 1.
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for the rural female population, as it is improper in many places for a
male to teach females. There have been attempts to find female teachers that are willing to move their family to a village in order to provide
educational services. Reports about the results of these attempts,
however, have been discouraging. One NGO spent two years searching before finding a teacher who was willing to make the move. Often
these teachers don’t last for more than a few months in the village. This
particular NGO was able to compel their village teacher to stay for a year
before she moved back to the city. Villagers are often sceptical towards
outsiders, and they are not guaranteed the same protection that a
teacher of their own would warrant. When a woman from within the
community becomes a teacher, she is likely to remain a teacher there
for the rest of her life, receiving support and trust from the villagers
because they know her and her family.
The program takes this situation into consideration. After graduating, all the teachers return to the villages where they have family. This
increases the probability for the village to have a female teacher for
years to come, not only within the FTEP project years.
There are conservative forces in Afghanistan that frown upon females receiving education, in particular higher education. In a highly
religious context, FTEP has found it very helpful to use the Quran and
educated mullahs to point local leaders to what their own Holy Book
communicates about women’s rights to education. The Quran clearly
states that it is good and important for both men and women to receive
education. Women’s conditions in the villages will not improve by education alone. They need the support of the village leaders, their families, and the local mullah. FTEP has found it very helpful to maintain
a close relationship with these stakeholders during the entire project
period. The program provides seminars for them, which instigates
discussions on such topics as women’s rights, the importance of education, local partnership, and various accountability issues. We visit these
stakeholders on a regular basis and participate in culturally appropriate settings where these matters are discussed.
In addition to strengthening their understanding about education
and gender issues, the strengthening of relationships and capacity
building that take place over the course of the project period will also
reinforce and ensure local ownership. The Ministry of Education is also
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involved at the country, provincial, and district levels. Our partnership
with them is ratified through a written protocol that guarantees the
teachers government salaries when they return to their villages.

Influence on official policy
As we are still in the early stages of the program, it is difficult to pro
ject what influence it may have on official policy. However, our partnership with the Ministry of Education in the Balkh Province is high
on our list of priorities. There is a lot of interest in our program; it is
one of a kind because we train students who take high school classes
parallel to the FTEP. Also, taking female students out of their villages,
training them, and then sending them back is a fairly new strategy in
Afghanistan. If successful, there is the potential for the government
to implement similar programs in other locations in the country in
order to further reach the female population of rural Afghanistan.
The biggest challenge so far has been to persuade the government
that quality in education is important. We are in need of a paradigm
shift, because for so many years donors have demanded that results
be measured by quantity rather than quality. Government officials
want immediate results. A five-year program with only fifteen students
seems like a waste of resources because the government and donors
are not used to focusing on the long-term benefits, even for a small
group of students.
The Ministry of Education in Afghanistan has contributed a great
deal to increasing the enrollment of students who go to school; they
have also increased the number of certified teachers and the building of schools. Yet these are all quantitative factors. The qualitative
factors have so far been neglected in part because the challenge has
simply been too great for the ministry to manage based on their limited resources.

An alternative approach
The current overarching FTEP philosophy can be summed up as
follows: “Activities and relationships are motivated and characterized
by love for one’s neighbor, professionalism, teamwork and dignity”
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(Digni 2012, p. 2). Based on these values, FTEP provides an alternative
to the government-based teacher training program. So far, FTEP has
only accepted fifteen students as an intentional strategy for ensuring
good follow-ups and relationships with every student on an individual basis. The program models differentiation in education, where
every student should feel that the program is specifically designed to
meet her individual needs. The program does not provide the villages
with merely certified teachers; it provides them with highly qualified
professional teachers. This level of training instills a sense of empowerment and dignity among the fifteen teachers in the program.
These teachers will in turn pass on quality education to the hundreds
of students they will eventually get to teach in their communities.
Unfortunately, there are too many examples of certified teachers in
Afghanistan who have no idea how to teach or have an inferior academic knowledge base in the subjects they are teaching, as evidenced
by the opening quote by Safia, one of the FTEP students. Only four
months into the training, our students already have communicated
that their positions have changed upon returning to visit their villages. They are no longer labeled as mere village girls. Their community treats them with a newfound respect, and they feel increased
self-worth. Not only will they be professional teachers, they will also
earn their own salaries and be able to provide for their families. In a
poverty-stricken community, this adds value and dignity not only to
the female teacher, but also to her entire family.
FTEP is shaped by Bloom’s taxonomy (Eber & Parker 2007), which
delineates levels of learning that are necessary in all modern societies.
The levels should build on each other and be interconnected. They can
be contextualized easily in any culture or setting. The first level involves
learning facts (which can include memorization). Following that, learning should include understanding, application, analysis, and evaluation.
The goal of learning should be to ultimately use the acquired knowledge
base to create, build, and develop. Students need to learn how to ask
difficult questions, how to organize and break down knowledge, how to
utilize knowledge practically, and how to assess its purpose and value.
This educational approach is implemented in a very limited manner in Afghanistan, affecting the entire population and their ability to
build and develop their communities. Memorization alone does not
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encourage critical thinking skills and authentic problem solving. Rote
learning prepares them for the next test only, not for real-life challenges that they will face in their communities. FTEP bases its learning
strategies and its assessment tools on Bloom’s taxonomy. The students
do learn facts, but they also have to prove their understanding of
the facts. They need to show how they can apply knowledge, analyse
it, and use it in an innovative way, and they are trained to assess and
evaluate the knowledge acquired.
Because of the students’ weak academic foundations, FTEP provides
a four-month preparation course before the actual teacher training
starts. A foundation on which to build new knowledge is essential in
education. Without it, new knowledge is not retained. Numerous stu
dies have confirmed the relationship between background knowledge
and achievement (Marzano 2004). It has already been necessary to
change the curriculum multiple times, due to the lack of basic understanding on the part of the students. Because our students are, first
and foremost, being trained to become lifelong learners rather than
wells that we fill for two years and then abandon, changing the curricu
lum does not threaten the quality and quantity of education that the
students will have obtained in the end. We are training our students to
become learners, not “knowers”. As Eric Hoffer (an American writer on
social and political philosophy) famously had it, “[i]n times of change,
the learners will inherit the world, while the ‘knowers’ will find themselves beautifully equipped for a world that no longer exists.”
FTEP introduces innovation on several levels. We are training rural
female students, but the training takes place in the city. The students
return to their villages after two years. The students are enrolled into
the teacher education program before they have graduated from high
school. Founded on modern pedagogy, the curriculum introduces evidence-based strategies and methodologies.
The Ministry of Education needs contributions like this from outside sources in order to develop new strategies and to find alternative
ways of improving education in Afghanistan. With their resources and
expertise, the government can implement general, big-picture policies.
An NGO, by contrast, has the resources to provide more specific and
defined expertise, for instance, in the areas of evidence-based teaching methodology, teacher training strategies, and reaching those rural

218

Addressing the Issue of Gender Inequality

areas that require a strict security protocol and time-consuming efforts.
One of the FTEP teacher trainers put it this way when asked about her
thoughts regarding the potential impact of this program: “It’s like starting a fire. The initial fire might start as a small flame, but as the fire
grows, it will spread and affect the many.”
Literature:
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Alvhild Vassel Eide was a missionary in Cameroon in 1975–1986. She
was involved mainly with elementary schools, as director and educational advisor. She also became responsible for a program teaching beneficiaries to read and write in the native Peere language. She was asked to
return in 1996–1998 to launch a new Peere literacy campaign.

Bringing Education and Literacy
to the Peere in Cameroon
The Peere plain is located northwest of Cameroon, on the border with
Nigeria. The majority of this region’s approximately 25,000 inhabitants
are members of the Peere tribe. The plain is very fertile. It is located at
an altitude of 400 meters above sea level and is surrounded by 800-meter tall mountains. The people here live spread out among small villages. They move frequently to find new land. Some of the largest villages
are growing in size and population. The Peere people are traditional
agriculturalists; everyone cultivates the earth and is proud of that.
Even those who have lived in the outside world, obtained an education,
and returned home as teachers, priests, police officers, or politicians,
continue to farm as well, using the crops both for themselves and for
sale. The Peere also hunt and fish; there are various species of game in
uninhabited areas, and fish are plentiful in the rivers.
Up until the 1950s, the Peere were enslaved to the Fulani chiefs in
Kontcha, a city on the border with Nigeria. The chiefs would send their
men to the village to take children whom they would force to live and
work on their farms. The Peere villages also had to give part of their
crops to the chief in Kontcha, and to perform forced labor for him. Living
in slavery marked the Peere’s actions; nothing they had or did was good
enough. They displayed a submissive attitude towards everyone. For
many years, the Peere’s official people-group name was the Kutin –
a Fulani word meaning “dog”. The name they called themselves was
“Peere”. This name only began to be used officially in the late 1970s, when
efforts begun to provide the language with its own writing system.
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The establishment of schools on the Peere plain
In 1975, when I arrived as a missionary in Cameroon, there were four
state-run schools on the Peere plain. All of them were on the main
highway between Tignere and Kontcha. There were schools in Gadjiwan, Mayo, Baleo and Kontcha. There was also a school run by the
Catholics in Alme where a priest had, in the late 1950s, built a mission
with a dispensary, a school, an agricultural center and a church. The
Norwegian Mission Society (NMS) had started a school in Louguere,
which at the time was an important but somewhat remote city. When I
arrived in 1975, the school in Louguere had two grades and one teacher.
Any student who wanted to study past second grade had to continue
his/her education in another town, living far away from home and depending on relatives or others for room and board.
The NMS had also started a school in Ganati, along the main
highway between Mayo, Baleo and Kontcha. When I arrived in 1975,
this school had four grades. But soon we had to expand our offerings
through sixth grade, with the right to officially graduate. It was impor
tant for us to ensure that our students could graduate and continue
their education. If they were not accepted into high school, at least
they had learned to read and write and to express themselves in French.
They could also work as interpreters in rural areas.
The students at the Ganati school came from many villages. Some
lived close enough that they could walk to school in the morning and
return home in the afternoon. Others had to stay with relatives and
friends in the village. At midday, the Ganati students received lunch.
We also built a boarding house annexed to the school, which helped
to improve living conditions for all of the students, and by extension,
helped improve educational performance.
In the early 1980s we started a school in Samelecti to serve four different towns and a number of smaller villages as a response to high demand for education expressed by these communities’ inhabitants. These
villages were far away from passable roads; on the first day of school, the
parents were concerned about sending their six-year-old children on
such a long walk, which was understandable! I had established several
conditions that needed to be met in order to go forward with the building of the schools. One was that a road needed to be cut through the
wildest areas, up and down the mountains and crossing river beds. The
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road needed to be passable by automobile in order to transport materials and cater to other needs of the school. The other condition was that
most of the manual labor for building the school had to be contributed
by volunteers. We had to hire some professional builders, but much of
the work could be done by laymen, and this work had to be done on a
voluntary basis by the villagers. The third condition was that they had to
send their children to the school once it was built. The villagers accepted
the conditions.
The roads were prepared so that even a small truck could pass. Many
people served as volunteers, and the volunteers were very good at orga
nizing their work themselves. When we finished building the school,
mandatory school attendance was not just a theory; it was the practice
in all of these villages. It was a wonderful experience to see this enthusiasm and to work together with such motivated parents.
In Gadjiwan we had a preschool. Since preschool was not mandatory,
it was difficult to persuade the parents to take their children to school!
But some came, and they acquired a good enough base so that when
they started first grade they could understand the teaching, which was
only carried out in French.
In the beginning I served as the director for four primary schools, of
which three are mentioned above. The fourth was the school in Galim,
an old school in the history of the mission. Galim is populated by
members of the Fulani, Hausa, and Niza peoples. Before there were any
schools in the Peere plain, some children from the region attended this
school. There was a boarding house where the Peere children lived. The
first members of the Peere people to receive formal education studied
at this school, which is situated 130 kilometers away from Gadjiwan.
Still, these children made the journey, crossing jungles, mountains,
and barren plains. One can only marvel!
In what I have written so far, I’ve concentrated on describing the
conditions of the Peere, but the Peere people’s education began with
the school in Galim!

Teaching
The schools had their own curriculum and methodology, which were
strongly influenced by the fact that Cameroon had been a French
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colony. In history classes much time was dedicated to the history of
France. In geography classes the children learned about French, as well
as Cameroonian, cities and climates. From the first day classes were
taught in French. In a context in which the majority of parents was
illiterates and did not speak French, this was a big problem. The child
ren did not know French when they started school, and their parents
could not help them with the learning process. Thus, it was not surprising that most of the children had to spend two or more years in first
grade before they could advance to second.
The schools initiated by NMS are run through the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Cameroon (EELC – L’Eglise Evangélique Luthérienne
au Cameroun) and are part of the Cameroonian education system. The
curriculum is the same as in the state schools, as are the exams. What
distinguishes the church-run schools from those run by the state is that
the former include one hour of Christian teaching each day. According
to the laws of Cameroon, schools must be neutral in regards to religion.
However, the law also provides that schools run by Christians have the
right to impart Christian teachings.
The church’s motivation for running the schools is two-fold:
1. To complement the government’s efforts in rural areas, which have
not always been a priority for the government and for which it cannot meet the demand of all those who wish to study.
2. To provide children with Christian guidance as well as general education.
Both points have been important, and surely will continue to be. Education is equally worthwhile for the church.

Special memories
I have many good memories from my work in the schools and my relationships with students, teachers, and parents.
Once, at the start of a school year we were making rounds on foot
in the Samelecti area. My goal was to recruit some children for the
Ganati school. I had walked for seven or eight hours on uneven terrain.
I arrived in a village, and asked the parents to assemble after dinner.
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The parents arrived, and so did the children. I explained that I had
come to offer the children spots at the Ganati school. But the parents
were concerned about sending their children to school so far away. I
agreed with them. I had walked a long way, and they would have to walk
even farther. That’s how we came up with the idea to build a school in
Samelecti. The idea came to my mind and to the parents’ minds at the
same time. There were many souls all in unison. Why couldn’t we start
a school in a village filled with so much enthusiasm? It was not the case
that they did not want to send their children to school. On the contrary,
they were convinced it was necessary! They needed someone who could
read, who could mediate with the authorities, and who could read and
write letters sent between communities.
The next day brought with me a few children, but it was not easy
taking them away from their parents! The vision to build a school in
Samelecti, so that all the children could go to school and so that the
youngest ones, the six-year-olds, could grow up with their parents,
began to grow in me.
I also remember very well the first time that someone came to ask if
he could attend school.
After Christmas one year, some children arrived on my porch. I knew
all of them except one. We greeted one another, wished each other a
happy new year, and chatted about the start of the semester. Then the
oldest boy spoke up: “We have a friend who wants to start going to
school. Can he come?”
“Can he come?” No one had asked me that before! To me it did not
seem like an appropriate time to start school, halfway through the
school year. But I agreed. The boy’s face lit up with joy, and the whole
crowd of children ran smiling down the hill. They went to school in
Ganati with their new classmate. I was very happy and also a bit tense.
How would that boy fare, starting his education halfway through the
school year? As it turned out, I had no reason to worry; he did great!
Before the end of the school year he had caught up with his classmates and was able to continue in second grade. He completed his
education without obstacles. Through elementary school, high school,
and while training to become a teacher he was always among the best
in his class. He has since worked for the church as well is in state-run
schools. His parents and his village are very proud of him. Best of all,
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he has not forgotten where he came from and to whom he belongs.
He has provided financial aid to his siblings and other relatives, enabling them to receive an education as well.
Also, I will never forget the first time I saw a father take his daughter
to school to enroll her.
In most families, the tradition was that boys went to school, while
girls had to stay home to help around the house and learn how to
be good housewives. I was filled with joy the first time a father took
his daughter to school to enroll her. “I think she’ll do well in school,”
the illiterate father, who was from a small village where no one had
gone to school, told me.
The father had arranged for his daughter to board with a family in
town during weekdays so that she would not have to walk to and from
school during early morning and at night. The girl was confident, and it
was clear that this plan had already been reflected on and discussed at
home. I was moved! This was without doubt one of my most cherished
experiences as a school director on the Peere plain. The father was
right; the girl did very well in school and proved to be very intelligent.
As time went by and the girl’s brothers grew up, their father also
enrolled them in school. After a few years one could no longer say that
only illiterate people lived in their village! But all of this started with a
father who looked beyond the status quo and dared to act differently by
enrolling his daughter in school.
Fifteen years later, I met the girl again, in another village. I’ll write
more about that below.

Literacy in the Peere language
The initiative to create a system of writing for the Peere language was
launched in June 1975. The task was handed to NMS missionaries Konstanse and John Gunnar Raen, who recruited two local team members.
One of these, Didma Etienne, was from Louguere. He had studied at the
mission school there and at Galim, and went to high school in Ngaoundere,
graduating in the spring of 1975. At the time he was without work and felt
he ought to return to Louguere to farm. But then he received the call to
participate in the development of a writing system for the Peere language
and the translation of the New Testament. Didma thought about it for a few
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days, and then came back and said he wanted to be part of the effort until
the New Testament was translated and printed. He lived up to his promise!
When I came to the scene, in 1981, a variety of readers and books
had been put together and printed. They were adventure stories, books
on health, a songbook, and a book of Bible passages. All of this was
done at the same time as the system for writing the language was being
developed and the Biblical passages were being translated.
In August 1981, we sent out invitations for a teachers’ course in
Peere. Thirty young men participated in the course, which concluded
with a graduation complete with diplomas. This was the official launch
of what became known as the literacy campaign. This was the start, a
joyful one to be sure! But difficulties quickly arose. There was resistance among the Muslims, who claimed that it was a way to trick people
into converting to Christianity. There was resistance among the Fulani,
who were afraid that the Peere would rebel now that their language was
in books they could read.
But even though the enthusiasm was somewhat dampened, the reading campaign began. In huts and on porches in various villages, people
began to learn to read. The majority of those who went to learn were
young men, some young women, and some grown men – all people who
had never had the opportunity to attend school. Many took advantage of
this new opportunity.
Once people began reading, we needed more literature for them.
Among other things, we began producing a bilingual newspaper, in
Peere and French. We held a contest to pick the newspaper’s name; the
winning entry had a double meaning: “At the feet of Genfaalabo” (the
name of the highest mountain) and “The descendants of Genfaalabo” (the name of the most important deity in the Peere religion, the
creator of all things). We encouraged the people to write articles for the
newspaper. At first it was hard, but eventually we were able to publish
submissions on a variety of topics, from adventures to riddles to stories
from daily life. It was exciting and fun. The newspaper was published
several times a year and became very popular.
When I returned to Norway in 1986 the literacy campaign was well
underway. Over time it lost some steam, because the people in charge
had so many different tasks and responsibilities that they were not able
to stay on top of everything.
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A new beginning for the literacy campaign
A group of people who continued to be enthusiastic about the campaign worked constantly to get the literacy program up and running
again. A committee was elected that consisted of representatives from
each of the four areas that the Peere plain was subdivided into. A person in each of these areas was elected to supervise the teaching. Then,
through the church they put in a request to NMS to send me back to
organize a new literacy campaign. After thoroughly analyzing the opportunity, my husband and I agreed to take on this task.
In September 1996 we traveled back to Cameroon, setting up base in
Gadjiwan, and immediately began preparing teaching training courses.
We made rounds to various parts of the plain and participated in the
official launch of the campaign.
We were tense. Would we get on well with the committee? (We only
knew one member from our previous time in the country). What would
happen with the four people who would supervise the teaching, and
with whom we would have to have a good working relationship? And
above all, would the people be motivated to learn to read and write?
As it turned out, the people’s level of motivation could not have
been higher. We really felt like this was God’s time for teaching people
to read and write in the Peere language! The cooperation with the four
facilitators was very positive. Of course, at times we had disagreements,
but we were always able to find good solutions to resolve them.
We decided to try and reach the goals of the 1981 campaign:
•

•

Training teachers: Anyone who had learned to read and write and
who had graduated from the course and received a diploma could
sign up for the teaching course. In practice, we tended to invite
those who had done well in their studies to take the teaching course.
This course was three days long, and the content was closely linked
to the readers and materials that had been developed.
Starting classes: The recently trained teachers were encouraged to
go home to recruit students for their classes, as few or as many as
they saw fit, and to find a room or space where they could teach.
Then they would come back to get the books, chalkboards, student
chalkboards, chalk, notebooks, and pencils. We would agree on the
date classes would start, and together with the regional coordinator
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•

•

•

•

•
•

we would travel to participate on the opening day of class, talk with
the village chief and other villagers, and explain the plans and the
responsibilities given to the teacher.
The teacher supervisor would periodically visit each class to provide
advice and monitor progress. When the supervisor encountered
problems he or she could not resolve, we would meet with the
classes and talk the problem through with them until we found a
solution.
The exams were held in each village where courses were given. The
supervisors evaluated whether the candidates were ready to be tested, and we would travel to the villages to test the students when the
teachers and students decided they were ready.
The exam had both a written and an oral element, and consisted of
dictating and reading a text, and then having a conversation about
its content.
Those who passed the exam (almost everyone!) received a diploma
showing they had completed the course. The diplomas were presented on a national holiday (on May 20, National Day, or on February 11, Youth Day) before a great crowd and representatives from
government and traditional authorities.
Each teacher received a “fee” that consisted of a fixed amount given
for each student who passed the exam.
Students who passed the first exam and met a requirement of having
read a certain number of books in Peere could take a second reading
and writing exam. This exam consisted of writing about a given topic,
reading an excerpt from one of the books they had read, and being
capable of summarizing a book or chapter of a book, depending on
the book in question. Upon passing this exam, students received a
“Grand Diploma”, which was also handed out on national holidays.

Results and experiences from the campaign
Over various courses we trained fifty-six teachers – fifty-three men and
three women. Most of them also participated in two-day reinforcement
courses one or more times. We wrote a teachers’ manual and other
supporting materials to complement the readers. The bilingual newspaper was started up again, and was published and printed regularly.
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When we left, forty-five reading classes were underway in forty-one
different villages. Each of these villages was visited frequently by the
supervisors, and occasionally by us. Most of the students were young
men who had not had the opportunity to attend school. In some villages there were many women in the classes. They were hard workers,
and smart. They always passed the exam on their first attempt! The
supervisors were paid a fixed amount for each class visit. They had to
present written and verbal reports of every visit they made.
We were careful to plan the literacy campaign in a way that would
work in rudimentary conditions: without building any buildings, without
desks, using resources that could be found in the villages like cabins with
thatch roofs, or under a tree in a yard with mats or stools to sit on, using
small chalkboards to write down essential notes. Everything went well,
although some were sceptical at first. One thing that we did consider to
be necessary was that every class needed to have one large chalkboard
that was in good condition, and chalk; teachers needed to have adequate
tools for teaching. These materials were paid for by the campaign. The
students had to have their own readers, notebooks, and pencils. They
paid a small fee for these materials, which were then theirs to keep.
In an agricultural society, the “school year” had to follow the cycle
of farm work. The best time to carry out classes was the in the dry
season, from November through early May. Few classes were scheduled
during the rainy season because everyone stayed out late working in
their fields. The best time of day to teach was at night, after dinner.
Traditionally, this is the time when people sit down together to talk, tell
stories, and “teach” one another. The disadvantage of this schedule
was that by this time it was dark and it was necessary to use paraffin
candles that did not generate much light. For this reason, some classes
took place just before sunset and others at sunrise. Every class was free
to establish their own schedule. We and the supervisors had to be ready
to go out at any time, morning, noon, or night!

Special memories
I will never forget a 40-year-old man who had never learned to read or
write, but traveled to a larger village to be able to study. He took the
exam and passed both the oral and the written components with flying
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colors. He wrote down the dictated text perfectly, with all the accents
in the right places, each of the three accent marks used in the correct
places. His handwriting was beautiful and tidy. It was incredible! He
read the text perfectly, as if he was simply having a conversation. When
we announced the results, he danced with joy and shouted, “My village
has gained a teacher! I can be a teacher!” His first thought was that he
wanted to share his knowledge. We lost no time in inviting him to the
teacher-training course; he was unstoppable!
The man went back home to his village, where no one could read or
write in any language. He rounded up a whole class and taught them
very diligently. We went to visit several times and I was very impressed!
One morning during the rainy season, he arrived along with his
candidates for the exam. The rivers were so high that we couldn’t cross
them, so he had taken his students to our house instead. We gave the
exam. Everyone was standing up. Many of them had the same beautiful
handwriting and the same fluid way of reading the text. The village was
no longer a village of illiterates; it was a community in which many had
cracked the code of reading. And the teacher continued to be full of
energy and enthusiasm. Fantastic!
Now I will return to the girl whose father enrolled her in school. We
crossed paths with her again in a remote village where she had married.
We went to the village to investigate whether we could start a reading
class there. I asked if anyone in the village could read. It was then that
the young women stepped forward and said that she could read in
French. “Do you recognize me?” she said. I did! It was the smart little
girl! “I can be a teacher,” she said. “But can you read in Peere?” I asked.
“No, but I can learn,” she said. I knew she could! She ended up taking
a course designed especially for her, and in this way the villagers got a
teacher and she began teaching them, so that she would not be the only
one in her community who knew how to read.
Sometimes, when I think about those days and everything that
happened, it seems like quite an adventure. The best part of it all: there
is no doubt that having a system of writing for the Peere language and
that the people have learned to read it, thus making adventure stories,
riddles, traditions, and the New Testament accessible to them, has
helped the Peere people to lift their heads. The slave mentality that
used to characterize them has almost disappeared. Today, members of
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the Peere people occupy important positions. They are infinitely grateful that someone looked at them, respected them, and raised them up.
Education has brought them dignity!

Rudolf Leif Larsen is a nurse anaesthetist. In 1976 he became a
missionary sent by the Pentecostal Foreign Mission of Norway. He has
worked with organisational development, health, and education among
the Guaraní people in East Paraguay. Since 2007 he has been involved in
the Kuatiañe’ē Project.

Schooling among the Guaraní
Indigenous People of Paraguay
Is missionary work, including schooling, a threat when one must preserve valuable culture and history? The Pentecostal Foreign Mission of
Norway’s (PYM) experiences with educational work among the Guaraní
indigenous people of Paraguay shows that there need not be any such
contradiction. In many respects, we are part of a very long missionary
tradition. The famous missionary to India, William Carey (1761–1834) –
often called “the father of modern world missions” – worked in a similar way. He translated the Bible into many languages, collected local
stories, wrote textbooks, and established schools and universities. In
fact, the efforts of missionaries have often led to reaffirmation of and
restored pride in indigenous identities.
In 1958, Bergliot Normo (Nordheim), Gunvor Johansen (Iversen)
and Ruth Kjellås became the first Norwegian missionaries to work
with the Guaraní Indians. They had only been in Paso Cadena for a
week when they gathered the first children together to teach them.
After a short time, the school moved into a small Indian hut. Then,
in 1965, a brick school building was opened. Since then, some thirty
school buildings have been built around the indigenous colonies,
two of which are secondary schools. About half of the buildings were
funded by Norad through PYM.
Providing education became an important part of PYM’s work
among the Guaraní. However, a major problem was soon detected
in that school materials were not consistent with the situation and
language of the indigenous people. While parts of the New Testament
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became available in the local language quite early, teaching materials on regular school topics were not available in the mother tongue.
Formal educational materials were adapted to the local language and
culture, but often orally. Furthermore, instruction in Spanish made
learning even more difficult.
This situation started to change in 1979, when the school received
a qualified teacher, Rosa Bogado Garcete, who championed recognition and appreciation of the local languages and paved the way for
accreditation of the school by the education authorities. In 1986, new
and modern school buildings were opened. In the 1990s, some young
indigenous students completed their secondary education and studied
to become teachers. In 1999, Crispin Caballero Vera became one of the
first indigenous people to complete such training.

The Guaraní people
Paraguay has a population of about 6.5 million people. Among these, there
are seventeen indigenous people groups present, with a total population
of about 120,000. In the 1950s, the number was roughly 50,000, so the
contingent of indigenous people has more than doubled. PYM is working
among four groups living in the eastern part of Paraguay: Ava-Guaraní,
Mbyá, Aché and Pai-Tavytera. Their languages belong to the Guaraní language family. In that way the Ava-Guaani and Pai-Tavytera languages are
related linguistically to the Guaraní of the mestizos (the non-Indians) in
Paraguay, of which 90% speak Guaraní as their first language.
The Ava-Guaraní are culturally (but not religiously) closer to the
rural population. They live in the territorial departments of Caaguazu,
Alto Parana and Canindeyu. They are the most advanced group when
it comes to education. Most teachers are Ava-Guaraní themselves. The
number of Ava-Guaraní in higher education is growing. Some of the
Evangelical churches are also represented among this people group.
The Mbyá mostly live south of the Ava-Guaraní, but there are Mbyá
colonies in areas inhabited by both Mbyá and Ava-Guaraní. The Mbyá
have been more culturally confined and less integrated into the wider
society. It is only quite recently that some Mbyá received higher education.
Their Guaraní is very different from the mainstream dialect. They are also
somewhat different culturally and religiously from the other groups.
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The Aché are linguistically and culturally very different from other
Guaraní groups. The population is estimated at around 1,500–2,000
individuals. They were nomadic until the 1980s but now live in seve
ral villages south of Ciudad del Este and in the north of the territorial
department of Canindeyú. Some villages practice modern agriculture.
Most are Christians.
The Pai-Tavytera live in the territorial departments of Amambay and Concepción. They also speak Guaraní. They are the largest
group among the Guaraní. PYM worked extensively among this
group in the 1970s and 1980s.
The indigenous population of Paraguay is growing at a rate of 4% a
year. The mestizo population is growing at a rate of 2%–3%.

The Kuatiañe’ē Project
In the late 1990s, Inge Bjørnevoll, the PYM representative at the
time, took the initiative to publish a booklet in Guaraní called Yvytu
omombe’u (“The Wind Speaks”). The booklet was the beginning of a
process, in which Guaraní people became involved in writing their own
textbooks and documenting their own culture and identity. When the
idea was first proposed it was difficult to gain the trust of the indigenous people, and the computers lacked some of the Guaraní characters. The obstacles were overcome, however, and the booklet was
eventually published. In the booklet, local villager Seberiano Benitez
tells about his life. There are photos of Seberiano, and children made
drawings showing different aspects of their lives. The vision was to
strengthen the indigenous peoples’ identity in relation to the society
that surrounds them.
The reception of the booklet was very positive, encouraging Bjørnevoll to further develop the initiative. In order to do so, the support of
a much broader linguistic environment was needed. Consequently, a
cooperation agreement was struck with the Evangelical University, and
the Kuatiañe’ē Project was formally established. Other partners in Para
guay included the indigenous church, indigenous schools, indigenous
individuals and the Prof. Dr. Reinaldo Julián Decoud Larrosa Foundation. The Foundation, named after a former researcher of the Guaraní
language, was created in 1997, with the goal of preserving the Guaraní
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language. It runs the Kuatiañe’ē Project. The missiologist and linguist
Almidio Aquino has led the work the whole time. Inge Bjørnevoll was
PYM’s representative in the work until 2007.
Through the project, cultural material was collected by recording on
cassettes. This was preferably done by the indigenous people themselves. Traditional songs were recorded, as well as interviews with key
people, chiefs and healers speaking about what they wanted future
generations to know about their culture. The recordings, together with
photographs and drawings by schoolchildren from different villages,
form the basis of the books.
2000–2006
In the first phase of the project, from 2000 to 2004, extended until 2006,
a series of books (1–14) were produced for the Ava-Guaraní people and
the Mbyá (1–2). Also, a dictionary was written for the Mbyá and a grammar book was developed for the Aché.
The books contain texts of great ethnological, sociological and
anthropological value. The indigenous people, themselves, tell their
stories. The seniors remember words that were commonly used in their
generation. They discuss different types of crafts, hunting methods,
food production, meals, clothing and decorations for all kinds of celebrations. They sing their old songs, both religious ones and their own
popular songs. The Guaraní know a lot about medicinal plants, and
this is also a subject of the books.
2006–2009
In the second project period, from 2006 to 2009, seventeen Mbyá books,
four Aché books, and four Ava-Guaraní books were produced. Since 2008,
six indigenous students received scholarships. Furthermore, forty-five
training courses for indigenous teachers and university lectures were
conducted. The texts produced by the project were the course topics.
The collection of texts among the Aché indigenous people made a
special impact. The Aché live in six different villages. Previously, the
Aché lived freely in the forests. Many children were separated from
their parents, and many parents were killed in the struggle for land
against settlers. These children, now adults, are in search of their
roots. It was important to build a bridge among those who were
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separated from their families. The project’s goal involves addressing
this aspect of history, as well.
In the project period, the products were revised in cooperation with
indigenous teachers from different local communities. Changes and
corrections made periodically at workshops have helped to improve
the books. 18,550 books were distributed to local Mbyá, Aché and AvaGuaraní communities. Basic materials will be stored at the Institute
for Guaraní Linguistics Research of Paraguay until the community has
safer facilities for taking care of them.
The same period saw the creation of a Project Committee, with representation from the project’s target areas. The Committee held fifteen
meetings in this period, during which it studied and analyzed mechanisms for increasing ownership of the books they helped to produce.
Also, nine workshops on the ILO Convention on Indigenous Rights
were conducted to encourage the indigenous people to know their
rights to health and education and to preserve documents on their
great cultural, historical and linguistic heritage.
2010–2014
In the final project phase, the project has continued to develop comprehensible reading books that emphasize ethnological and cultural
values, native language, the development of self-awareness, self-esteem, confidence in the future, and the possibility of socio-economic
change at home.
Meanwhile, more emphasis has been placed on providing teachers with training and strengthening their rights. The project has also
begun to electronically store tales and songs to preserve this cultural
material just as it was told and sung. Much will disappear when the
current generation of grandparents passes away.
Since 2008, scholarships have been awarded to indigenous students from universities and other centers of higher learning. These
students are closely monitored and receive necessary support. It is
not easy to go from an indigenous village to a very harsh, secularized
environment to study. They have received higher education in nursing and education.
By May 2014, a series of books were produced for the Mbyá (11–14),
for the Ava-Guaraní (27–33) and the Aché (4–10).
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Conclusion
To our knowledge, nobody has collected Guaraní material on the
same scale and with the same methods as the Kuatiañe’ē Project has
done. We consider these efforts to be a natural part of the work, just as
important as helping to prevent and cure diseases through health care,
promoting schooling, preaching the gospel, forming congregations and
helping the Guaraní indigenous people of Paraguay in other ways. This
project has addressed nothing less than the Guaraní soul: What they
have been, what they are and what they will be. It is about documenting
and preserving their local language. Each of the three groups has its
language or dialect, and we see there is a great risk that they could lose
their native language. We preserve it in books and on CDs.
The project has been evaluated several times. For example, an
external evaluation carried out in 2011 by Tenondere Consultants in
Paraguay highlighted a high degree of acceptance and appreciation
of Kuatiañe’ē Project work. The evaluation stated that the different
Ava-Guaraní, Mbyá and Aché communities and settlements saw the
collection of their culture in books as something that would help to
protect their culture and prevent children and youth from abandoning
their cultural roots. Survey respondents also had expectations concerning the future work of the Kuatiañe’ē Project, hoping the project would
continue to work closely with them to increase knowledge about and
appreciation of their culture. They also wanted to work to reach other
communities and individuals.
The means and time invested in the books project have yielded great
results. At the project’s conclusion, about seventy books will have been
produced. All texts, images and drawings that come from these three
indigenous groups, have been collected by the groups themselves. Pro
ject staff members have adapted their stories to the book format. The
same stories and songs are recorded on cassettes or CDs and videos.
Some twenty people have received higher education in teaching.
Many are back in their home villages, teaching in schools. Those who
are completing their studies are returning home to work there. One
of these is Aché Estella, who will be the first Aché woman to complete
a higher education.
A good environment of linguistic research has been created at
the Prof. Dr. Reinaldo Julián Decoud Larrosa Foundation, where
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much knowledge has been generated about the languages of Ava
Guaraní, Mbyá and Aché.
All indigenous people who have served on the project committee,
collected cultural material, edited or studied language are an important
resource for their future development.
There is a great desire to extend the project to other indigenous
groups.

Rafael María Allaico Guasco is an indigenous Cañari. In 1982 he
enrolled in college and went on to study at university. He is currently
leading the educational project Mushuk Kawsay, as well as the Bethlehem Evangelical Lutheran Church, Extension Tambo, and a development center for children and adolescents.

Promoting Intercultural Harmony
through Education: The Mushuk
Kawsay School in Ecuador
The Mushuk Kawsay or Sumak Kawsay is our ancestors’ vision of utopia,
something all of us long for. Achieving it requires social consciousness, political inclusiveness, and a pragmatic interculturality, based
on a framework of respect for bio-psycho-social, religious, and cultural
diversity among human beings, that enables different groups to live
in harmony. Thus, in order to contribute to the development of people,
taking into account their identities, strengths, and weaknesses, as well as
the opportunities and threats facing them, and working with a humanist,
social, and philanthropic focus, the leaders of Evangelical organizations
and churches in the Canton of El Tambo and Cañar – who would later
form the Mushuk Kawsay Foundation – established a bilingual school as
a private institution in 1995. The Cañar Provincial Office of Intercultural
Bilingual Education accredited the course of technical studies provided
by the school which was redesignated as the Mushuk Kawsay Trilingual
Missions School in 2001. Its vision and mission is to offer intercultural,
humanist, and Christian education of high quality, characterized by
warmth and respect. The education is offered free of charge, thanks
to the support provided by the Mushuk Kawsay Foundation through
the Holistic Student Aid Fund (known by its Spanish initials as FAINE),
which offers scholarships based on recipients’ academic merit and/or
socioeconomic situation. In addition to this, the institution receives
near complete support for the salaries of the teachers from the Ministry
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of Education. In acceptance of our proposal to make this education free,
Ecuador’s National Office for Intercultural Bilingual Education designated the school as “Mushuk Kawsay International Bilingual Free Missions
School” in October 2010. This legal designation allows us to offer educational services at the Initial Level, General Basic Level, and Unified
General Secondary Degree in Sciences Level, without discriminating on
the basis of class, social status, culture, or religion.
It’s worth noting that because of the institution’s intercultural, trilingual, and Evangelical Christian identity, its curriculum at all three
levels of education includes complementary academic courses such
as Human and Christian Formation, Local Languages (Kichwa-Cañari
culture), and English. The latter is reinforced with the assistance of
foreign volunteers who are helping to implement an International
Secondary Degree program.
Mushuk Kawsay intends to continue offering high-quality, friendly
education, but in order to do so it requires the complete support of the
Ministry of Education. This is a prerequisite in order to provide education to the most disadvantaged families while maintaining brotherly
relationships with external institutions, enabling us to carry out academic and student exchanges. Along with the support and guidelines
from the educational authorities, the participation by the Mushuk
Kawsay Foundation in school matters is also needed. We should clarify that the Mushuk Kawsay Foundation built the school facilities with
aid from Norway and the land was donated to the Mushuk Kawsay
Trilingual School by the local government of El Tambo canton. The
school depends on the support of the Ministry of Education for ongoing
infrastructure needs; teaching, administrative and security personnel,
teacher training, school breakfasts, school supplies, paying for utilities,
and the opening up of specialty tracks at the secondary level that will
enable the school to give the students the technological and scientific
skills necessary for living in the context of a globalized world.

Strategic approaches
Respect for diverse cultures is at the heart of our educational philosophy, and this is a fruit of the love for our neighbors induced by the
divine message of our Lord Jesus. These convictions undergird the
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Cañari Christian community’s wish to establish harmonious relationships with people of different cultures living in the same area. Since the
school was established in 1995, we have been convinced that science,
technology, and culture could be taught with quality and kindness,
without resorting to pedagogical violence or cultural or religious confrontations. By practicing intercultural harmony and respecting cultural differences we can decrease pressure, marginalization, and conflicts
between cultures. We give thanks to God and to the patriarchs of the
Cañari Lutheran Christian faith for paving the way to solidarity, reciprocity, and unity in diversity.
This principal and philosophical basis of intercultural harmony is
a cross-cutting theme in the Mushuk Kawsay educational curriculum,
which we are able to implement thanks to the aid of our Divine Creator
and to support of our Norwegian partners in Normisjon. In the future,
we hope that the Ministry of Education will also contribute to these
intercultural initiatives.

Awareness about the importance of cultural identity
In our indigenous culture, and certainly in the Cañari culture, we have
experienced demeaning ways of life, including slavery and servitude
on haciendas, and being deprived of basic rights like health, education, and happiness. We have been forced to accept such ways of life
as “normal”. Consequently, it is very important to educate our people
and raise awareness about the importance of cultural identity. It is a
common perception that the only way to get ahead in society and have
access to opportunities is by abandoning the indigenous identity and
adopt mestiza culture. In this context, the Mushuk Kawsay educational
project, led by members of our own culture, has generated confidence
and self-esteem, and it has promoted belief in God and in our culture.
As a result, the idea that “only mestizo culture is good” is slowly changing. Students and their families are gradually learning to value their
traditional ways of dressing, living, and speaking. Academic and social
interaction with teachers and students of other cultures contributes
to the development of values of solidarity and brotherhood, breaking
down stereotypes about social and cultural differences and healing historical resentments. By teaching humanitarian and Christian values as
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well as three languages (Spanish, Kichwa, and English), the school also
prepares students for intercultural challenges arising in a world where
people are increasingly mobile.

Access to opportunities in society
Since its founding in 1995, Mushuk Kawsay has gone through various
phases of development. It is a private, Christian, and free (of charge)
school. Providing education free of charge has been an important
factor in gaining the understanding and support from the state and
the educational authorities. They respect the organization’s principles,
permitting the school to add complementary courses to the state-mandated curriculum. The school’s non-politicized organizational structure
has also gained respect.
These factors have also allowed us to build up trust among the
members of our culture. If we want to value (or re-value) the culture
of our ancestors, and if we want the new generation to feel owner
ship of our culture, proposals of any type must be based on the felt
needs of members of our culture, and implemented with their active
participation. The message of raising awareness about cultural identity and rights should be communicated in the mother tongue, with
its own linguistic codes that carry special meaning for members of
the cultural group. In the case of Mushuk Kawsay, such a process
has been made possible through the support of Normisjon, who proclaim the message of spiritual, social, and cultural liberty and salvation for our people. In the process they have trained, trusted, and
assigned responsibilities to local actors involved in this educational
project. The primary objective has been to provide the indigenous
population with access to opportunities in society without having to
renounce their own culture and identity. We have not reached this
goal yet; more work, academic studies, and aid from philanthropic
individuals and institutions is necessary. This is the challenge of the
Mushuk Kawsay educational project. A few years ago we also decided
to share the experience we have acquired, giving encouragement to
the leaders and member of the José Antonio Pontón School in the
community of Shushilcon, located in the southern region of the
province of Chimborazo.

248

The Rights of Indigenous People

Local ownership and empowerment/sustainability
The resources provided by Normisjon contributed significantly
to important, basic investments such as building construction,
purchasing furniture and equipment, and educating and training teachers, leaders, and parents. On a daily basis, however, our
organization is run by parents and members of the foundation,
which contributes to Mushuk Kawsay in a spirit of unity and solidarity. In fact, to the extent we are able, we try to provide support to
other indigenous schools that are in need, located in remote areas
overlooked by external actors. In regard to legal matters, as a free
school, we receive support from the Ministry of Education for paying teachers’ salaries and to cover some operating expenses, but the
government does not cover all our expenses. The Mushuk Kawsay
Foundation, which promotes and supports the Mushuk Kawsay
School, guarantees local empowerment and institutional sustaina
bility, although admittedly the foundation still needs economical
support from Normisjon in order to cover the expenses not covered
by the Ministry of Education.

Rights and education
Education is a fundamental human right, a prerequisite for the exercise of all other rights. Education promotes freedom and personal autonomy, and generates important benefits for development. However,
millions of children and adults continue to be deprived of opportunities for obtaining education, in many cases, this is due to poverty and
marginalization.
The United Nations and UNESCO declarations stipulate international legal obligations related to the right to education. These
documents establish and promote the right of each human being to
enjoy access to quality education, free from discrimination or exclusion. These documents are a testimony to the high level of importance that the UN member states and the international community
place on making the right to education a reality. It is up to national
governments to fulfill legal and political obligations to provide quality education for everyone and to implement and supervise effective
strategies for doing so.
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Education is a powerful tool that enables socially and economically
marginalized adults, through their own efforts, to break out of poverty
and participate to the fullest in the life of the community.

Cooperation with government and other NGOs
The local authorities have supported the schools in Shushilcon and
El Tambo by granting permits and contributing pre-studies, construction materials, technical staff, and the occasional use of construction
equipment. Although the educational authorities do provide support
sporadically, it is sad to note that the District Education Offices often
seem to favor other schools affiliated with other organizations. However, due to pressure from national authorities they do try to respond
to some of our requests. The members of the Shushilcon community,
the Mushuk Kawsay Foundation, and the school’s teachers participate
actively in school activities. Parents contribute labor for construction
projects, and participate in commissions to advocate authorities. Students also participate in age-appropriate activities outside of school;
the student council often advocates relevant authorities on various
issues. Although local authorities have made some small, specific
contributions to school construction projects, there is concern that
they do so out of political motivation, excepting votes in return for
their support.
NGOs should support projects based on the beneficiaries’ perceived needs, because this will contribute to more active participation
in the activities carried out. It is important to be aware, however, that
marginalized and excluded people’s needs are not always explicit
and visible. In the past, project supervisors would visit communities
and see a family living in a hut, thinking “they need help – maybe we
should build them a cement house”, even though the family might
have more pressing needs related to health, education, and conditions of employment or servitude. Today, the real needs are related to
family disintegration, the worrying negative impact of parents migrating to USA. There are children without families who have mental
health issues and antisocial conduct, even though they live in cement
houses. Thus, when we see people groups and communities that are
“developed”, it does not necessarily mean that everything is great and

250

The Rights of Indigenous People

that they do not have any needs. Therefore, it is necessary for NGOs
to meet with the beneficiaries where they live and develop proposals
together with them.

Support from parents and churches
In carrying out its work, Mushuk Kawsay has found that taking the
suggestions and recommendations of parents and community members into account is a positive practice. Doing so transmits the message that education is the responsibility not only of the teachers, but
also of families and the community. This in turn helps to ensure that
the content covered in the classroom is appropriate and beneficial for
the students. Teachers, parents, and educational authorities together
must constantly reflect on and respond to new challenges arising from
the current context.
Parents are very supportive of efforts that are beneficial for their
children, as is evident by their commitment to providing voluntary
labor for construction projects and to participating in advocacy work
regarding the school’s development.
Churches also support and encourage the work. They consider the
project an academic arm of the church, and support the implementation of the humanitarian and Christian training curriculum to empower the Mushuk Kawsay students.
In the future we hope to develop a systematic curriculum for every
grade level. In order to do this we are seeking advice from other educational projects similar with the same Christian values. Apart from the
Mushuk Kawsay school, there are no similar projects being carried out
among the Cañari indigenous population.

There is a sense of urgency surrounding the issue of education in
the world today. Despite a massive increase in school enrollment
the last decade, millions of children are still left out. Those who
make it to school often struggle to learn due to the poor quality
of the education offered. Few states have the necessary capacity
to provide quality education for all. In order to succeed, providing education must be a joint effort between the state and other
actors. Which roles should churches, mission societies and other
NGOs play in this regard?
This book attempts to answer that question. Most of the
articles it contains are collected from Digni’s member organizations and their partners in Africa, Asia and Latin America.
They include several kinds of presentations: experiences from
projects, theoretical input, results of thematic studies, and
methodical and pedagogical approaches developed within the
projects. Together the articles reflect the changing roles of NGOs
and mission societies in educational work, which perhaps can be
described as a shift from service providers to rights advocates.
Arne Kjell Raustøl is educated as a lecturer
of science, specializing in hydrology. He worked
with the Santal Mission in Bangladesh for ten
years, before being employed by Digni (formerly
Bistandsnemnda) as an adviser the last twentyseven years. During his period in Digni he has
been responsible for education as a thematic area.
Digni is an umbrella organization controlling and coordinating
the development work of nineteen churches and mission societies
receiving support from the Norwegian Agency for Development
Cooperation (Norad).

