BRAC's FUNCTIUKAL EDUCATION : AN CVERVILW

This paper presents, in relatively broad strokes, thc Tacts
and features of the Functionsl Education Programme designed by
the Banglodesh Rural Advancement Committee(BRAC), which, in its
aoplied form contributed significantly in building human insti-
tutions among t:e dissdvantaged learners aiming at a participa-
tory developmental effort. Before going into further det-il of
the programme, one ought to know BRAC and its starting, to learn
hoy BRAC got involved in such a prograume of identifying and
meeting the educational needs of the rural people.

1. 3RaC

Bangladesh Kural Advancement Committee(BKAC) is a strictly
home grown privaté non-profit organization involved in totzl
socio-economic upliftment of the disadvantagel rural poor.
Starting initielly in response to the humaritarian necds of
Bangladesh after liberation of the country in 1972, BRAC pgradu-
ally but purposefully developed into a highly flexible orgcniza-
tion cepeble of undertsking innovative approaches to rural deve-
lopmcnt. iﬂﬂhﬂ has always avoided the s »roach where profriaie
plans are thought and designed by a body of experts and t.:en
tilted down to beneficiaries as s prescription. On the contrary,
the approach has always been one of allowing felt ncedsto <mcIrge
out from the térgat populetion's own analysis of the gituation
within the prevoiling socio-economic context. BRAC has nrrvided
all~tier supnort in generating and devélbping this proccus, vacre
adult education has played the pivotsl role.

11. Early experiences.

The starting of the Adult Education Frogramme d:ztes back
to 1973 after BRAC's 9-month long Ist phase of opcration o
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rchebilitate thce returning refugees after the liberation wer.
4s DRAC felt that this type of activities will not be of any
longs term benefit to the rural populstion, it initiated multi-
gectoral activities in November, 1972 based on the participation -
of the local communities, At that time 90 percent illitcracy
among the people in the project arcawas se.n as a major cuntri-
butirg factor to rural under-development and poverty.

50 a strong literacy drive was therefore launched in carly
1973 as a major clement of BRAC's rursl development stratigy.
With a view to eliminate illiteracy from the project srea within
next 5 years, 255 literacy centres were opened in 220 ?iilages
and 293 local educated men and women were trained and employed
es teachers., Initial enthusiasm among the villegers and the
tcachers were high and 5,000 students were enrolled, of waich,
unfortunately, only 5 percent cnnpleteq the course resulting in
a closure of the drive after 18 months. Analysing the pocr per-
formance, BRAC experienced that:

a. Conventional tcaching content based on preconccived

notions held no relevance to the immediate nceds a2nc meone

ingful solution to the rcal problems of the learncrs;

b. the aquision of literacy and numeracy skills reguired

considerable effort and time that learners could not afford

at the cost of their hunger and hardship;

¢. The methodology of teaching in traditional vertical ’

techniques undermimd the human dignity in adults, thot

made learner's interest wane quickly;

d. The lecarners failed to retein the skill of litceracy

and numcracy for very long when it became an end in itself,

rather than a mecans.

Side by side, in running sectoral programses for th. rural

people based on community participation, BRAC learnt that
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effective participation demands people's awareness about their

nced, problems, condition and resources. Real rural development
can only take place through drawing out human potentigls in
prooer utilisation of available resources for generating their
own cmancipation and self-improvement.

3. BStrotegy defined

It was therefore decidsd to scqle down the quantitative
aspcct of the programme and take up the job to develop and test,
on a2 pilot basis, a non-formal functional education programme
suitsble to adult learncrs and compatible to BRAC's developnent
strotegy. The gpecific objectives of this educstional apiroach
weres

a. To maintain learner's interest and participation in the

cducational process through incorporation of .the lcarnor-. .

centered content and horizontel pedagogic relationship:

b. To modify learner's attitude and behaviour towards

newer ideas on health, nutrition, family planning, ogri-

cultural practices, co-opsrative etc.;

¢. To enable lesrners to read with understending and write

.legibly “simple texts likely to be c¢f usc .to them;

d., To create learncr's awareness about his own potentiality

to think, plan and act on their own behalf for a betler

life. .

The main steps followed in implementing this néw progroumc
were assessment of learner's nceds and interests, designing of
learning materisls and methods and training of supervisors and
facilitotors. This was followed by implementation of a pilot
phase in orier to test and revise materials end methods pertuin-
ing to eventusl expansion throughout the country. Much of the
inspiration for this course was derived from the ideas of fanous

Drazilian educationist Psulo Freire. A4t a stsge, a conculiont



from World Education Inc. has helped the Materials Development
Unit oi BRAC in designing the lessons and initial training.

4, Clientele

BRAC's operations are directed at the poorest section of the
rural population that consist mainly of the people who sell their
annual labour for their livelihood whether they have a piccc of
land or not. They are characterizec.-by the fact that they have
low levels of skills, education and organising capacity and they
foce extremely adverse hcalth and nutritional conditions. It is
with this target populsastion thet the functional education course
are conducted. Typically, a group of 25 male or female mombers
between age 15-50, forms a class. A teacher is chosen by the
group to lead and initiate the discussions. This person should
preferzbly, be fron smongst the target population itsclf having
drop>ed out from formal schooling aftai 7 or 8 vears. The person
should have good power of {f expression, be able to sparc time
for his people snd be committed to the goal of seeking the enhan~
cement of his community.

5. Developing materials

The first round of materisls-large charts with drawings,
generetive words, and short suggestive sentences-was the product
of brainstorming among the materiels development unit staff,set
up ‘n eerly 1974, centering on the themes identifiel as the nein
concems of the rural people. These were distilled down To 2
complete logical sequence of 80 lessons. The major content
tujiﬁs are: (a) soil and use of fertilizers, (b) high yeilding
rice cultivation, (c) animal husbandry and poultry, (d) Iiahﬁriés
and pisciculture, (e) co-operatives, (f) nutrition, (g) e¢nviron-
mentzl hygiene end public health,(h) femily planning, (i) child
care, (j) cottage industries, (k) rights and raspnnsihilitiaa of

citizcens and state, and so on.



Different types of formats like illustration, story, lettier,
demonstration, discussion, role-play, debste, workshcn etec. hove
been used to introduced the topic and initiate the diﬂlﬂ'lf'lﬂiﬂn-

All the jezsens have certazin generative words thet spring from
the ceniral conceins of the lessons and are psrticularly evoca-
tive of the irsmues being discus:ced in the lesson. Examplcs of
these words zre like: House, Hunger, Money, Tﬁuder. Co-op:rative,
Germ carrier, Vegeteble cooking, Multiple Gruppiﬁg, Self-interest
ve. Comaunity Development etc. The key words, apsrt from being
the focel points for discussion, also form the main literacy
conponent of the courge. As each word is introduced, it is ¢lso
disployed in its written form ond this visuel imege of th¢ wood
is cbsorbed by the pqricipanta for later recognition in writtcn
contexts. The topics are systematically illustrated and rccorded
“in the FL;E CHAkT and in the WORKBCCKS for the future rﬂrercn;a
and practice of the perticipant. The numcracy content of the
course is also included in the discussions and illustrations
around relevsnt topics.

The search of relevent topics, generstive words and pri-
paration nf. efi'-::-.:!.:iva. fﬁmatﬂ for esch le:son was done through
repected aurve;ﬂ. discussions, pretesting aﬁd revision for cbout
21 months. A4t a stage, the number of lessons were increased
upto 1CC. But after a thorough revision it has again be-n
reduced to 60 lessons by eliminsting closer topics to a:ccomodate
learner's limitstions like time etc.

Side by side, a GUIDE BCCEK comprising of programaed instruc-
ticas has also been prepered to acquaint the teauherbfnnilii;tnr
vith the subtleties of each lesson, its objective and th: nrocess
for amoulding the discussion. It serves as a useful traininz zid as
well as a handy reference for instructors in the field.



6. Imparti rocess
The learning expericnce provides adults with opportunities
for critical snalysis of their environment, for deepening  their
self-perceptions in relation to it, and for building confidence in
their own creativity cnd capabilities for action. This is done
through the problem posing process coupled with a 'feeling' compo-
nent into every lesson. It offers open ended gquestions with answers
resulting from a concerted effort to analyse the situation and find
alternatives by bringing the learners together in a group ond
tcacher as facilitator. Through this process the individual is
gble to describe what he sees and feels, to analyse its relative
importance, to mske comparisons with other situation and to formu-
late concrete responses. Once he is able to locate the different
areas of his problems he will then see the need to come together
in, such as, youth organisations, m~ther's clubs, co-operztives
etc. to desl with multifaceted problems in their socio-econcmic
life. Thus programmes aimed at nurturing such village level insti
tutions will grow out of the very desire of the people for concerted
action to better their lives. A typical learning process consists of
folluwing steps:
a) Large éinup discussion of stimulus(illustration, story,
letter, role-play, game etc.). Analysis of this stiamulus
grows through the following questioning sequence:
i. Questions that elicit simple descriptions and vbser-
vation which deals with obvious facts;
ii. Questions that call for anslysis, which try to
uncover cause-effect rclationship;
iii. Questions theat deal with attitudes, feelings cnd
values.
b) Small group discussion for consolidation of ideas for action.

¢) Reports from small groups.



d) Lerge group discussion on the reports for generalisation

of the group decision

e) Literacy/Numerscy work.

The literacy and numcrecy works stert with the visual pre-
scntation of the letters of the word and the phonemes. The lear-
ners are then assked to identify symbols, repest then and proctice
writing on their work book. Following the discussion, rcading
and writing, the learners play gones or solve puzzles.

The total procesrs for imperting a lesson requires two hours.
The classes are usually conducted about 4/5 times a week gs
convenient to the psrticipants. These are usually held ot some
mutuclly egreeeble location around the villsge often being held
gt night-time under open sky. The participants sit in s circle
ainng with the tcecher and exchange ideas, experience, feclings
cn the theme lesson and identify the action plan in seecking
solution to their pressing problems. Taanhﬂfin function is nct
deliver instructions in an unidirecticnal flow but to enccurcge
them to reflect, comment and criticise the issues under discussion
and to co-orlincte the views of the learners. He too participate
in this process and allows the discussion to explore th: issues

as dctailed as possible to arrive at a consensus of opinion.

?. ZIraining

In order to make the role of the tescherms and supervisors
mcre participatory, faecilitsting end effective, an orientaticn
-and treining course is also designed following the implencntution
of the prngrumﬁe. The training sessions, passing through initigl
trials, stsrting from 1974, have evolved into z common patiern
(module). Presently, a session normally lasts for 7-12 full darl'

depending on the needs and limitations of th: trainess. The
fapuciriu objectives of thc training nfes



a) to help perticipants shed their inhibitions in group
situations and understand the dynemics of an effective group
as well as the worth of individual members in the group;

b) to eliminate the traditional notions of 'experts' and
"teachers' and to demonstrete that cveryone in a group can
carich the grrups lezorning experiences;

¢) to familiarise the participants with the philosophy,
materials and metheds of Functionel Education Course and

c:

their role as facilitators of group interaction; and

d) to let the oarticipants engsge in praﬁtiaa and l¢nonsira-

tions of the methods to be used later with the learners.

Appropriate activities including demonstrstion lessons core
cunducted with actual illiterates tc attain desired goazls of these
training sessions. In addition, short workshops, follow-up
mecetings and refresher courses are organised with the facilitatcrs
and organisers by the supervisors, and they, in turn, attend
review meetings with the training and materials development staff
at the head office.

8. Bupport reader

Lack of interesting reading matcriels in rural arcass hoas been
iduntified by BRAC as a constraint in practicing acquired skills
f the FE learners in out-of-centre situaticns. 4s such, with
the aim of providing relevant informative rcading materieals to
rural readers, BRAC began publishing a monthly journal 'Gepokoendra’
(The People's Forum) from April 1973. The content range fron '
forming to family planning, education to emancipaticn and poverty °
to puower. Each issue also contained s me literacy and cnter-
toinnent pieces. & special page entitled 'The Worker's Forum?!,
with beld type faces, written on neoliterates specific interest,
is glso inserted in the journal to generste thinking and procti-
cing of skills acquired. It_iﬂ worth mentioning that the¢ present

circulation of the journal is éver 50,000 copies.



Presently, somc follow-up materials are also in the process
of proparaticn for theé learners who gred ated the BRAC Functionel
Education Course, This™is ex <¢cted to provide the curicus lear-
ners ncre insight about the prﬂhlenﬁ, help him in cnelysis and
quickor decision making apert from increasing his kills in read-
ing with understanding, writing effectively and simple accounting
needed for his life and living.

9. Problems encountered:

In initiating end running this new participatory functicnal
educaticn programme, BHAC has encountered a number of priblems
which are mainly:

a) non-availability of defined facilitators from amcig the

group;

b) discouragement by the drop-outs of firrmal educaticn,

local inrluentialﬂ end vested interest groups;

c) high sbsenteeism during netural caiamities like flucd,

drought, cyclcne, etc.;

d)discouragenent by the male mcmbers of the family in

attending Fi auurhea by thc women members;

e) lack of sufficient rclevant re¢ading materials for nco-

literates ond oaportunity to use frequently their skills

in their deily lifes

f) high demand by the learners to stert collective egon-mic

activities as soon a FE centre opens while they l-ck the very

basic technicel skills and management compctencies ruequired
for the job;

g) occesional physical ingbility due to :Erﬂdnesu from hord

work. | |

10.° Visible change

Despite all these problems, there are incications th=t the

course is me.ting with conddersble success in gchicving its
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objectives. Quantitatively, the dropout rate has been reduced
to about 40% in averspe, wherees the conventional adult literacy
courses had drop ocut rates of upto 90%. And more and morc ccne-
tres are being opened up on the request of the rural communities.

It is extremely difficult to measure the qualitative

impact of a curriculum that is designed to create greatcr critical
awgreness among the deprived and deyend%nt poor about the sociel,
cconomic and political situation. But 5bmﬂ concrete behavioral
changes among the lesrners and, who uuﬁﬁletaﬂ the course, have
becn observed while working with them:

a) there is greater knowledge and understanding among

the course zttendants about various rural problems and
their own situation than in a non-participant rural
resident;

b) a feeling_.of oneness among the members within a
group has emerged;

c) the learners became more responsive to calls, morc
receptive to new ideas and more reactive to falschood,
Fnd exploitation;

d) the analysing and decision making power of the parti-
c¢ipants has improved;

e) the participants started encouraging their children
and fcmale members to have access to Educatiﬂn;

f) the majority of the target groups that took the fi
course¢ have gone on to establish themselves as land-
léess organisations within their wvilleges and have been
involved in wide renge of socio-céconomic activities;

g) 'some groups have comc up to local power structures
and startced regulating the situations to comunity

benefit.



