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hat is being done today about the tide of
W exclusion facing so many of the world’s

young people? Images of youth unrest,
unemployment, delinquency, despair and conflict are all
too well-known, as is the discourse on their causes, but

how well-known are the solutions being actively sought
around the world, particularly in the countries of the

South? With this present series, Innovations for Youth,
UNESCO's youth project “EDUCATION TO FIGHT
EXCLUSION” has decided to identify, promote and
connect particular projects around the world, which are
indicative of new trends and seem to hold rich lessons
for all those combating youth marginalization. It is,
indeed, vital that governments, UN agencies,
international organizations, NGO's, educators and also
communities learn of innovations for youth and acquire a
new vision of how to approach young peaple’s problems
and learning needs. Current economic structures and
education systems are obviously not serving the interests
of young people. Merely advocating their expansion can
only lead to further marginalization of young people and
accordingly further jeopardize the future of the world.
Change is urgently needed, particularly in the field of
basic education.

As well as this series, UNESCO's project "EDUCATION
T0 FIGHT EXCLUSION" also directly supports a
selection of projects in over 30 countries. This can mean
developing practical skills such as food processing,
recycling techniques, energy technologies or creating
alternative forms of education such as learning through
video and radio, night and street schools, youth camps,
house construction programmes, schemes for the
upgrading of slums. More often than not, these activities
are in the non-formal education sector. Each of the
UNESCO youth project’s initiatives takes young people's
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knowledge and will for change as its starting point, using
local creativity and, often, the popular or informal
economy as the impetus for income-generating activities.
Through the informal economy, where solidarity and
entrepreneurial skills are vital, young people can acquire
literacy skills and see the concrete results of learning,
working together and setting up businesses.

A few words about the Project...

The wealth of experience in the informal economy shows
that young people, especially in the South, have not been
waiting around for answers to be given to them. Instead,
in the sprawling and crowded cities of the world, they
have already begun to pull through, coming together in
networks, creating associations and developing small
jobs. It is UNESCO'’s task, today, to validate their work
and use it as a way to elaborate strategies for change
and create a renewed impetus for basic education for
youth. The world can no longer afford to ignore the
plight of its excluded, notably in developing countries. It
is up to all those fighting for change to support projects
and call for a better use of resources, creating a wider
and more sustainable vision of the world and education
where young people, even the most excluded, can find
their place.

Contact:

EDUCATION TO FIGHT EXCLUSION
ED/EFA/YTH

UNESCO

7, Place de Fontenoy

75352 Paris 07 SP

France

Tel: 33 1456808 25

Fax: 33 14568 56 29

E-mail: efa-yth@unesco.org

Internet: www.education.unesco.org/educprog/yth
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n the Lao People's Democratic
Republic, there are few possibilities
for women and girls to take part
in or benefit from basic education
programmes." So begins the report
presenting the findings of a study
conducted in 1993 by the non-
governmental organization World
Education at the request of UNESCO*.
Just five years ago, not only was
education, whether formal or non-
formal, inaccessible to a great number
of young Lao women and girls -
particularly those belonging to ethnic
minorities - but the very idea that women might lay
claim to it was unknown to the population as a
whole,

Against the current of these firmly established
beliefs, in 1994, the Government of the Lao People's
Democratic Republic launched the Women's
Literacy and Basic Skills Training project, with
UNESCO's assistance and funding by Norway.

It should be said that initially the project was not
devised as a youth project but as one for girls and
women belonging to ethnic minorities or the most

* “Strategies for the promation of basic education for women
and girls", by Shaimali Guttal, World Education, Lao People’s
Democratic Republic, December 1993.




deprived social groups. It was thus not imagined
from the outset to be a candidate for the present
“Innovations for Youth" series, which aims to
publish brochures on education projects fighting
the exclusion of young people. The ongoing
monitoring of the project, and its final evaluation
after four years' execution in the field, definitely
indicate, however, that it should be published in this
series.

From the very beginning, the activities conducted
concerned girls and very young women who
otherwise would probably have had great difficulty
in achieving self-fulfilment and contributing to
their family's welfare. One way or another,
they ran the risk of being excluded
from the development of their
villages, whereas today their
place in development is enviable
and often envied. In addition,
the benefits of the non-formal
education and basic skills
training they have received from
the project are such that today it
is boys, excluded from education and
any kind of training, wha seek in their turn
to benefit from them. This is such a rare
occurrence that it should be hailed as a
sure sign of success.

Lastly, we should note that its broad
harvest of results and its scope have
already made the Women's Literacy
and Basic Skills Training project a
reference throughout the Lao
People's Democratic Republic,
and that it is now beginning to
exercise a not inconsiderable
influence over educational
thinking in general.
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espite its natural wealth (including as vyet

little-worked deposits of precious stones

and ores), the Lao People’'s Democratic
Republic is a poor country. In 1995, per capita GNP
was estimated at US $350. Life
expectancy is 51 years, child mortality
125 per thousand; and infant
mortality under the age of 5 is 182
per thousand. Almost half the
children who survive are very likely to
be chronically undernourished.

At the same time, increasingly rapid urbanization
has occurred in the last few years, particularly
in the capital, Vientiane.
Until very recently a large
administrative and market
town, it has now been
cautiously opened up to
tourism. It suffers from - still
moderate - traffic jams at
peak hours and is polluted by
the exhaust fumes from
thousands of motoreycles,
although admittedly, and
fortunately, it does not rival
the pollution problems of its
neighbour, Bangkok, the Thai
megalopolis with its millions
of inhabitants. Nevertheless,
more than half of the rural
population and a quarter of
the urban population are
estimated to be poor.

The country's population is
young (more than 50 per cent
under the age of 20) with a marginally greater
number of women (51 per cent) and forms a mosaic
of some 50 ethnic groups consisting of three major
classifications. The Lao Loum live in the plains and
the Mekong valley (some 67 per cent of the

population), the Lao Theung on the hillsides (some
23 per cent) and the Lao Soung in villages high in
the mountains (some 10 per cent)*. The large number
of ethnic groups also implies a large number of

languages, cultures and traditions; not all Laotians
necessarily speak Lao, the language of the largest

group.

*This is not a scientific classification but one currently used.
As this booklet was being written, the Lao Government, with
technical support from France, was preparing o
geographical and demographic atlas on methodical and
more rigorously scientific lines. This long-term study was
due to be completed and available in 1999,




ince 1986, the Lao People's

Democratic Republic has

been gradually moving
towards a market economy. While
the positive effects of this
economic transition are generally
recognized, it is also noted that the
lack of communications, health
and education facilities hampers
any real rise in living standards for
the majority of people. To date a
great proportion of development
funds has been invested in
engineering projects, communications,
agriculture, energy and forestry to
ensure that whole sectors of the
population, i.e. the most remote
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and the most disadvantaged, are not excluded
from development. At the same time there is
general awareness that the lasting success of this
type of investment also depends on its effective
contribution to the development of a healthy,
well-fed and well-educated society. One type of
development is not possible without the other but
in what order?

The government has accordingly made rural
development one of its main objectives, concentrating
its efforts on developing human resources in all
sectors. The state investment programme currently
focuses on improving basic facilities, while non-

_ formal education (NFE) with the provision of

healthcare services, drinking-water, sanitation and
an improvement in lifestyles form the next stage in

“ the process.

It was with this in view that in 1994,
with support from UNESCO and Norway,
and aid from the non-governmental
organization Ecoles Sans Frontiéres
(Schools without Frontiers), and following
a pilot experiment conducted in the Luang
Namtha province, the government devised
and launched the Women's Literacy and
Basic Skills Training project.




he Lao education system is in theory

organized on the lines of five years of

primary schooling (‘Pathom’) followed by
three years each of lower and upper secondary
schoaling (‘Mathayom'). There are also
some secondary technical classes and
some first-level  post-secondary
training courses.

In reality, however, the situation is
not so structured or reassuring.
Officially, 64 per cent of adults are
literate but only 35 per cent of women.
Average school attendance figures are
2.9 years for the population as a whole, with 3.9 for
men and 2.1 for women.

It is estimated that primary schooling covers 69
per cent of its age-group, but secondary schooling
only 26 per cent and post-secondary establishments

no more than 1 per cent. With the national drop-
out rate standing at 60 per cent, it is no wonder
that many of the children who have dropped out of
primary school are in fact illiterate or semi-literate.

And there is every likelihood that they will remain
so, since they live in an environment where almost
nabody reads, and where writing is hardly used at
all. In addition, these children have not received the
slightest technical or vocational training.




he possibilities of access to education vary
strikingly according to region, urban or rural
area, sex and ethnic group.

While the net school enrolment rate (the number
of children aged 6 to 10 actually attending school
at the end of the school year) in the municipality of
Vientiane is 92 per cent, it is only 23 per cent in

Sekong, one of the most disadvantaged provinces of
the south. Some mountain regions have no schools
whatsoever, and more than 4,000 villages
(approximately one-third of the total number) have
no local primary school facilities. This being the
case, it frequently happens that children have never
seen a book, held a pencil, or been inside a
classroom.

i

The Lao Loum, however - who, as noted above,
represent two-thirds of the population - total 77
per cent of enrolled primary-school pupils, more
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than 90 per cent in secondary schools
and teacher training, and 96 per cent in
post-secondary education.

Another disparity is that girls and
women are under represented in the
school system: they account for 44
per cent of school children, 40 per
cent of teachers, 38 per cent of
trainee-teachers, 28 per cent of
students in higher education and 15
per cent of polytechnic students.
Mare than half the girls from ethnic minorities do
not attend school and most of those who do go
no further than the second grade of primary
education.

Pupil attendance figures are not the only negative
factor. Many teachers tend to leave teaching in
search of better pay elsewhere. The result is that
some 35 per cent of primary teachers are
underqualified, this percentage being higher
still in the poorest provinces.

It will be seen that much remains to be
done in education, and the government has
made education for all a long-term investment
priority for the future of the country. Improving
the quality of teaching and extending education
facilities to rural areas means a complete
overhaul in many fields: curricula and methods,
the quality and supply of textbooks and other
teaching materials, teacher training, and
reaching out to ethnic minorities. The Lao
Government receives aid for this purpose from a
number of partners, mainly the World Bank, the
Asian Development Bank (ADB), UNICEF,
Switzerland and Norway.



hile it is essential to improve the formal

education system, it is clear that results

will not be immediate. Following the
World Conference on Education for All held in
Jomtien (Thailand) in 1990, the Lao People's
Democratic Republic adopted ambitious goals and
within a very short time-scale:

- achieving literacy for 80 per cent of those aged
between 15 and 40 by the year 2000;

- providing 50 per cent of the newly literate with
basic education programmes equivalent to a
complete primary course, as well as the possibility
of acquiring basic skills or vocational training.

.....
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To meet these challenges, a National Centre was
set up in Vientiane in 1992 to draw up a teaching
programme and prepare textbooks and all other
necessary teaching materials. In 1993, the
government decided to put another iron in the fire
by changing what was then the Ministry of
Education's Adult Education Department to a Non-
Formal Education Department (NFED). Thanks to the
cooperation of all the provincial education services,
this new department has special responsibility for
orchestrating a major national literacy campaign
aimed at teaching some 40,000 illiterate adults to
read and write each year up to the year 2000; also
for coordinating non-formal education projects
supported by bilateral or international partners. An
example is the Women's Literacy and Basic Skills
Training project, supported by UNESCO and Norway,
best known under its administrative reference
number 504/LAO/11. It has the largest scope,
funding resources and influence.

The Lao People's Democratic Republic has thus
established a non-formal education mechanism
(‘Bamlung Vathanatom’) which should provide a
second chance for all illiterate adults: that is the
opportunity of acquiring, in three years, a level of
basic education equivalent to that of the five years
of primary schooling, and even of attending, in
the subsequent four years, a specific programme
leading to the level normally achieved during the
six years of secondary schooling.




he Women's Literacy and Basic Skills

Training project was founded on the very

logical argument that since great numbers
of girls and women, especially in ethnic minorities,
have had no schooling simply because in most cases
it is not accessible, they should be given a second
chance by being reached as closely as possible, in
terms of both distance and educational content.
There is no question of providing them with schools
of a traditional type; instead, the aim is to set up
learning centres in which they can receive basic
education suited to their needs and context.

Basic education, yes, but for what purpose? To
improve their living conditions and those of their
families. Learning to read, write and do arithmetic
(the basic “three Rs") is an advantage no one denies
but on its own it is not enough to meet all needs. It
is admittedly a necessary key, but no more than a key.
Over and abaove this, women and girls need to have
the opportunity of acquiring skills which will make
them more efficient in essential, not to say vital,
fields of everyday life directly related to their
environment, such as hygiene, health, food,
gardening and keeping small livestock. This is
something that women themselves will see as a
useful incentive to becoming literate, something
which, at first sight, might not appeal to them. They
might argue that there is no point, as an adult, in
learning to read or write when there is nothing to
read and no reason to write, and when they also
have such a heavy workload of inescapable chores.
However, learning to be literate so as to accede to
useful skills which will help to lighten their daily
burdens, improve everyday life and prevent possible
misfortunes, all this can make sense.. and be
attractive.

In this respect, there was nothing particularly
new in comparison with what is usually called
"functional” literacy. Yet, the 504/LAO/11 project
aimed to be more ambitious and break new



ground. It would teach reading, writing and But having begun so well, why stop halfway, why
arithmetic and basic skills - all components of  not push on to the logical conclusion? If a woman
basic education - but would also teach the taking part in the project has succeeded at all
rudiments of techniques which would enable stages of the different forms of learning and
training offered her, then
surely she can be given
additional help to carry out
a "mini-project” devised by
herself on the basis of her
newly acquired skills (an
“income-generating
activity”). For example, a
small loan might be made
available to her for starting
up her projected activity
and then be passed on to
another young woman once
she has repaid it (a "revolving
fund”). This might be an
even more attractive idea.

These are the broad lines of
the logic behind the
504/LAO/11 project. Once the
“whos" and the “whys" of the
project were well defined,
there remained to be
considered certain "minor"
technical details such as
"what”, "where", "when" and
“how" Putting the case
forcefully, what were the
contents to be taught, under
what programme? What were
the techniques to be taught,
with what teaching materials?
In what centres, and who
was to build them, with what
resources? When, at what
women to engage in gainful work and thus rate and for how long? Who would be the teachers
increase their family's income. This held out a  responsible for this unprecedented kind of non-formal
tangible promise.. and was an added education in the Lao People's Democratic Republic,
attraction. i.e. the literacy workers and technical trainers?




t should be realized that only a very few years

ago all these ideas were entirely new to the

country. The very concept of non-formal
education was in itself an innovation. Thus,
obviously, no ready-made programme existed and
there were no properly trained teachers. Begun in
1994, the 504/LAO/11 project has contributed
greatly during its four years of execution in the field
to laying the foundation of non-formal education in
the Lao People's Democratic Republic by supplying

the ingredients that were vital in order to secure a
long-lasting project. Of these, the first were the
trainers.

The national non-formal education centre, known
in Vientiane as the Km 8 Centre, played a key role in
this enterprise from the outset. It organized the
meetings and seminars necessary for discussion and
exchanges of ideas, and also the initial training
courses for the project's trainers, both men and
women. It likewise prepared the teaching
programme and planned much of the teaching
material, as well as a post-literacy journal entitled
Xao Ban.

Government employees, mostly men and women
teachers trained in one of the country's teacher
training colleges, were invited to work at Km 8. The
project enabled some of them to go on study tours
in countries of the region with more experience of
non-formal education, such as China, Viet Nam and

in particular Thailand, where non-formal
education has been in place for several
decades. In addition, the similarity
between the Thai and Lao languages
made for fruitful exchanges. Three people
were awarded a project-financed grant to
continue studying with a view to
obtaining a master's degree in non-formal
education at a Thai university. A total of
nearly 70 civil servants were trained in
this way to become
the basic supervisory
personnel for non-
formal education in
the Lao People's
Democratic Republic,
both in Vientiane and
in the provincial and
district  education
services where the
project was carried out”, and in the
two regional non-formal education centres
subsequently set up in Paksé for the south and
Luang Prabang for the north. In four years, more
than 350 people attended training sessions
organized under the project, including more than
100 men and women trainers appointed directly to
work in the centres, who were given special
induction training in adult education methods.
More than 60 per cent of these were women.

With the assistance of technicians from the NGO
Ecoles sans Frontiéres already involved in the
training of trainers, the staff of the national NFE
Centre prepared a special non-formal education
programme, with 60 per cent of its content divided
up into 16 thematic brochures, illustrated and
embellished with posters. The Paksé and Luang
Prabang Regional Centres produced the remaining
40 per cent of brochures, adapting them to the local
context of the provinces of the south and the north.

*The project was carried out in the provinces of Luang Prabang, Luang Namtha and Sayaboury in the north; Xieng Khouang and
Vientiane Province in the centre: Champasak and Saravane in the south, plus the special Saysomboune zone.



It was these brochures and various supplementary
educational materials which the trainers learned to
use at their training sessions.

The basic techniques chosen to be taught in the
centres were two subjects much sought after in
many regions of the country for their immediate
home usefulness or the possibility of earning a little
money: these were dressmaking and weaving. The
Lao People’s Democratic Republic has a great
tradition of weaving on hand looms with natural
raw materials (silk or cotton and dyes), and using
traditional motifs which vary from one region to

another and are in some cases very ancient. The

textiles woven in the project are immediately put to
use in everyday life, for example in making the

'sinh’, a traditional straight skirt worn by many

women, particularly among the Lao Loum.

However, it has often been pointed out that in
being confined to two basic techniques, the
project has so far lacked flexibility. The practice of -
weaving is not widespread throughout the

country and is even entirely alien to the traditions
of certain ethnic minorities, while other craft
techniques have been neglected such as
embroidery, pottery and basket-making, to cite only
a few examples.

Trainers in basic techniques are usually recruited
locally and the project pays them a monthly
allowance. Most of them are people who are highly
proficient in dressmaking or weaving, since
frequently they have engaged in these
professionally. However, over the years, some
sufficiently gifted former pupils have also been
recruited as trainers. The great majority of trainers
are women. Before being confronted with their
pupils, most of them receive special adult education
training, since being proficient in a technique does
not necessarily mean that one knows how to pass it
on to someone else. The task is all the more difficult
when the pupils are adolescents or young adults
whose level of general education is very low. For
example, it is advisable for a dressmaker to be able
to count, so as to take measurements
and relate them to a pattern.
Training sessions have usua e
been organized in NFE
Regional Centres, b
they are also held i
district educatio
services.




on-formal education doesn't usually take
place in school, but in a learning centre
where pupils should have the opportunity
of not only being taught but also of exchanging
ideas or obtaining information. The chances of such
places being successful depend to a great extent on
their integration within the local environment, that

is to say, the tolerant understanding and effective
participation of the communities concerned. As a
first sign of their commitment, the 504/LAO/11
project centres were built by the villagers
themselves, under the direction of local committees
and with material assistance from district or
provincial authorities or local associations, in
particular the Women's Union. There was no
guestion of major building projects. The centres
reflect traditional village structures making
extensive use of local materials such as bamboo.
This does not make them permanent buildings
which will stand the test of time, but it makes it
possible, when necessary, as has happened in
Muang Xing, for stalwart villagers to get together
and actually transport them from one site to
another. This indicates the extent of the
community's commitment to the project and its
expansion.

The Luang Namtha pilot experiment showed that,
in many cases, in order to get pupils to enrol in
learning centres and make sure that they did not
drop out, it was necessary to offer them
accommodation and also catering facilities, for
example supplies of rice, which is the staple diet in
the Lao People's Democratic Republic. Many of the
project's centres accordingly comprise not only
literacy teaching premises and sewing and weaving
workshops but also a dormitory, a kitchen and very

often a kitchen garden and a small chicken run. In
some cases the provincial administration also
provides rice,

Thus, in four years, 23 Community Learning
Centres have been built in the seven provinces in
which the project has been introduced. Each centre

can accommodate some 40 pupils per session,
lasting six months from November to the end of
April. In the remaining months, pupils are usually
needed by their families to work in the fields; in any
case, the monsoon and its rainy season often make
roads impossible and any kind of travel an ordeal.

The 40 girls and women of a learning centre are
usually under the supervision of four trainers, one
each for literacy, post-literacy training, sewing and
weaving, with one of them - usually the literacy
teacher - acting as director. Contrary to the
expectations of the project's designers, only a
minority of women are directors (11 per cent).
However, it is often pointed out that the presence of
so many girls and women can sometimes arouse
“too much" interest among the young male
villagers, and that it is a very good, not to say
salutary, idea to have a man directing the centre.

Each centre has the teaching materials produced
by the NFE Centres (the 16-brochure literacy
programme, guides to weaving, posters, etc.) and
also strip cartoons developed by Ecoles Sans
Frontiéres and other materials produced with
UNICEF support. Some centres have received
wooden cases that can be opened up into mini
portable libraries (with booklets, posters,
information, etc). These can be used as lending
libraries with reading matter for pupils, and



sometimes even for villagers. Project financing has
helped the provincial administrations concerned to
supply each centre on average with ten sewing
machines and ten looms.

One should not imagine that, once open, the
centres were submerged by a flood of pupils. Young

women, especially of the Lao Theung and Lao Soung
minorities, did not rush spontaneously to enrol. On
the contrary, many reasons held them back. In the
first place, many villagers are not convinced that
education, whether traditional or non-formal, is
worthwhile, especially for girls; and they have no
desire to see their womenfolk lined up on the

benches of a literacy schoolroom. Secondly, in some

ethnic minerities, it is culturally inconceivable for a

young woman to leave the village unaccompanied.

Furthermore, it is felt that girls who do not speak

Lao may find it difficult to learn to read and write

in that language. The distance between the centre

and the home village may be another drawback, as

is also the question of board and lodging, in

particular the catering arrangements. Lastly, in the

Lao People’'s Democratic Republic - and surely this

also applies elsewhere in the world - husbands

often consider that a wife should live with her

husband, not sleep away from home in a dormitory,

especially if she has children.

So new ideas have had to be found to tackle all
these obstacles. The language problem has often
been eased by the ethnic mix of pupils and the
fact that the centres’ trainers frequently include
women who themselves come from the local
ethnic minority. When they are welcomed in their
mother tongue, pupils are able to integrate fairly
rapidly and become used to the Lao language.

But this is obviously an area in which much
remains to be done. The ideal solution would be
for trainers to receive training in teaching Lao as
a second language. Today, however, there is still
no foreseeable prospect of second language
teaching.

The food problem has been solved by the
provision of a little kitchen garden surrounding
each centre, the rearing of small livestock, or,
better still, an allowance of rice from the
provincial authorities. But in certain centres
living conditions are still so difficult that pupils
drop out during the session. The problem of
distance has been reduced as far as possible by
relocating centres nearer the most remote
villages. Some centres have even been relocated
several times during the four years of the
project.




s it neared completion in 1998, the project
underwent a final external evaluation. This
indicated clearly that the various efforts to
make it more responsive to the needs of potential
beneficiaries had been fruitful. To sum up, in four
years a total of nearly 3,200 girls and women
enrolled voluntarily in the project's 23 centres, and

2,759 actually regularly took part in the activities
proposed. The percentages were 34 per cent Loo
Loum, 42 per cent Loo Theung and 24 per cent Lao
Soung, so that, in line with the objectives sought, a
large majority of young women from ethnic
minorities did in fact benefit from the project.
Furthermore, the average dropout rate was 12 per
cent (very much less than the 30 per cent deemed
acceptable in the Project Document), which proves
that the training provided in the centres answered a
real need.

The trainers continually monitor the pupils’

; , and at the end of each
sion officials from
the district
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education service come to test their ability to
read, write, calculate and solve problems. The
pass rate appears to have been total, since after
the test all the pupils were declared literate and
were accordingly awarded the official certificate
issued by the Department of Non-Formal
Education.

It is much mare difficult
to measure exactly the
real benefits of post-
literacy training. It is
recognized that the
effects of acquiring basic
skills become manifest
over a longer term,
provided that there is the
additional precaution of

establishing significant benchmarks
from the outset so that any
improvements can be properly appraised.
Here improvements vary widely. For
example, in one centre, trainers will
openly say: "Before attending the centre,
many young women had no notion of
hygiene. They were dirty and did not
wash for days on end. Today they have
got into the habit of washing daily, and
wearing clean clothes." In the course of
a village visit, some peasant farmers
said that before the centre was built «there were
no latrines in the village, but now every house
has a latrine of some kind. Pigs roamed freely
through the village, whereas today they are kept
penned in». In another village there had been «no
case of cholera or diarrhoea this year, and far
fewer children had been ill. Many women who
have attended a centre are glad to say that they
are now able to help their children with their
lessons. One woman even proudly displays the
blackboard in her house, on which she helps her
children do their evening homework. In yet

another village, where formerly no woman had




been to school or been taught literacy, since the
value of education was not recognized, still less
appreciated, one woman says that she wants her
own children to have as much education as
possible. However, one cannot claim with full
certainty that these beneficial changes are a direct

result of the project. In the absence of rigorously
established indicators and information compiled
methodically from the start and regularly updated,
it is risky to draw conclusions on the subject.

The evaluation did however reveal some minor
surprises. In line with its logical approach, the
project was designed for girls and women having
very little or no education. It will be recalled that, as
its title indicates, the 504/LAO/11 project was
primarily a “literacy and basic skills training"
project. In fact, the educational levels of
participants ranged widely from nothing up to eight
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years' schooling. Some 10 per cent had reached or
even completed lower secondary education.

Pupils in the latter category are not in fact
interested in the centres' literacy sessions. What
interests them is post-literacy activities, which are
beneficial for improving their
skills in the very useful fields of
everyday life such as hygiene,
health, cookery recipes,
gardening, keeping domestic
animals, etc. But let us have no
illusions: their main reason for
attending centres is to learn a
technique that will enable them
to earn an income and improve
everyday life for the family. There
are even cases of girls attending
two full training sessions so as to
learn weaving at the first and
sewing at the second (see the box
“Vansy").

This trend is borne out by the
unexpected and growing number
of men applying to take
advantage of the project. For
example, in Ban Hokhong, in the
province of Saravane, men can
already be seen in the project
centre working on sewing machines. Officials of
the Sayaboury province education service are even
planning to go further in the future, and open the
centres widely to men. The centres might then
teach new techniques traditionally reserved for
men, such as ironworking and basketry. Thus a
surprising result is that the project centres tend to
be seen by the villagers, and some of the
supervisory training staff, as vocational training
centres. This goes far beyond their original purpose,
and will certainly raise problems, since they have
not been so designed, nor have their trainers been
trained to provide vocational education.



nce they are literate, have acquired basic
skills in the main fields of everyday life,
and are trained as dressmakers or weavers,
or even both, young women are invited to prepare a
personal "mini-project” proposing an activity they
wish to engage in on their return to the village. It is
not surprising that their projects for “income-

Realistic aims

generating activities" are almost always directly
linked with the subjects taught at the training
session. One young woman wants to buy a sewing
machine so as to earn a little more money at home
doing odd jobs for her family or friends using the
skills she has acquired; another, to use the cookery
recipes she has learned to open a soup stall. Another
would like to set up as a professional weaver. Her
husband or father is prepared to construct a loom,
but she still needs to buy small parts for it, which
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are more difficult to produce - cards and shuttles or
raw material such as thread. Many would like to
start keeping hens or ducks, or even buy a pig.

Almost all the women participants in the project
devised a "mini-project”; the exceptions were those
who were afraid that they would not be able to

reimburse a loan. Once a “mini-project”
has been examined by the local project
management committee, each pupil is
given a sum of money to finance it,
provided she reimburses it by agreed
stages over a period clearly accepted and
countersigned in a form specially
prepared by the DNFE. When all the reimbursement
dates have been met and the original sum repaid to
the local fund, another young woman will be able to
benefit in the same way, with the loan thus
constituting a “revolving fund”.

Initially, the project planners fixed the amount of
the individual revolving fund at a total of US $65.
This was no chance decision, but corresponded at
the time to the cost of a sewing machine or the
equivalent in Lao currency of
45,000 kips. It was also
stipulated that the loan should
be reimbursed over three years.
There was no mention of
charging interest of any kind.

When this theoretically
simple arrangement was put
into practice, the government
employees responsible for
administering the project
nevertheless made some minor
errors. Firstly, the reimbursement
schedules were not the same
everywhere. Depending on each
case, reimbursement schedules
can last two to three years as
their number of payments can
be variable. Secondly, in some
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places interest was charged, at varying rates
depending on the centre. For example, in Vientiane
province a lump sum reimbursement of 5,000 kips is
required; in Sayaboury 1 per cent interest is
charged, while in Xieng Khouang 5 per cent is
charged to defray the village committee's
management costs.

Next, from the start of the project the recipients
were paid in national currency; but, since then, the
amount has never been reviewed. During the four
years of the project, each beneficiary systematically
received 45,000 kips, and undertook naturally to
reimburse the same amount. Yet during these four
years the Lao currency was severely devalued,
apparently without this factor catching anyone's
attention within the project. The result, on the one
hand, was that the loan system became unfair, since
the value of the loan varied according to the date
upon which it was received. On the other, recipients
were reimbursing a sum amounting to less than that
which they had received (in exactly inverse
proportion to the devaluation rate over the same
period). The result was that the project lost money.
And, lastly the logical purpose of the revolving fund
has lost much of its meaning: the lending of the
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amount necessary to buy a sewing machine to a
person who, over a period of several months, makes
the effort to learn how to sew, fits into a coherent
approach, where the educational process is driven by
a sustainable development perspective. Obviously
with devaluation, and the context of the recent
economic crisis which is still besetting many South-
East Asian countries, including the Lao People's
Democratic Republic, this process no longer makes
sense. The loan no longer permits the acquisition
of the same amount of goods. If the
project is to carry on with loans for
sewing machines, it would be
more accurate then to
talk of assistance,
or even a gift. The
immediate  and
long-term results are
by no means the
same.
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“education project, however well dengntd can
be d 100 percent success from the outset. One has to
~feet-one’s “way, sometimes even make mistakes
~which have to be put right to achieve acceprabfe

' " resuits We are nnt?eportmg a tnumphant SLCCeSS,
only a day-to- day reality which can be very difficult
~ andeals for finely shaded appreisals;-as wp#be-secn

i fmm the Twa examp!es below:

G !n Nongre . thf: fhampasak_p!wmm.wg
south rhe 504/'LAO/ i pro;ect community !enmmg

]udgements

mm‘—-—m—botbxhe-mm.w;md the sewmg teacher. The other

. two trainefs are off work, one because she has just
haa’ a baby and the other because she js busy with
the ceremonies of her forrhcommg wedding. There
qre only three pupils, taken up by necdlework. Yet ¢
few mwfths ugo at the begmmng of the 1998

women aged 15.to 30 wﬁ?q hﬂd.enmﬂfﬂ‘ to improve
their skills and learn sewmg In previous years,
_weaving was- alst taught, but there is not much
_ demand for it in the region. The looms have been put
~ on the scrap heap. As the director says, "If it goes on”

5 hkc this, we shall have to do the -same with the 15

s sewmg machmcs

= here is no use pretendmg R e ~formal

trammg session, there were 40 Lao. Loum girls and -




—-suerounding villages, including those

According to her, the women-in this region are
especially poor, and education is by no means their
priority. They want immediote tangible results. They
prefer to go fruit-picking in the forest and sell their
fruits rather than await the hypotheticaf benefit of
several months spent learning sewing in the project

—centre.. Anomer reason that the centre is practically

empty today is that the women have gone to offer -

~ therr services for hire-for the coffee harvest on rhe

neighbouring Bo!oven p!oreau

The director {5 womed obour- the future. She has
already gone to four neighbouring villages to try to
aroyse interest among girls and women, but without
success. She fs not giving up. She will go back again

she  will -succeed—in - getting
toqethf'r enough pupn‘s 10 }usnfy
another session-nextyear— — ~—

In Nortgpet, in the Xieng Khouang
provinee in the north, the community—
learming - centre. apened in 1995.
Since then, it has practically always
beep futt Some 300 girls and women.
aged between 15 and 36, the lorge
majority of them Lao Soung, have
attended it. They come from 56

in the neighbouring district. This year
the demand was so great thal a
second session had to be organized.
Now, boys are beginning ta turn up:
four last year, tive this yéar, enrolled
for sewing lessons. This is with.the
agreement of the local authoritics.

Admittedly, the centre's first woman director B
now in ¢ high-level post in the provincial education
service. An enthusiastic supporter, lony won over to
the cause, she is a graduate of Dong Dok University
in Vientiane, and was ut one time o secondary-

- to try-to-convince-them;-but she wonders whether

school deputy principal. She did not hesitate to !éaife

this post, and the prospect of a promfsmg carees-to -
work on a project on behalf of e

In her view, the results already achieved by the

' project are astonishing: great progress-in-the fictds of -

hygiene,cfeanliness, environmental conservation
and obove all a change in the stutus of women in
ethnic minarities. When they go back to their
villages, some of them are taken as role models by

the local Womfn 5 Umon

of Jars. Surely one could introduce the learning of
g fmrques geared to tounsm and'rcsforuuon work?

Decidedly, the situation is nei ther all black nor all

white. I S

=

. other young women, and they parﬁc;pare arrwwy%--m v A

The dfrecmr has. however, one_regret: the lackof ————
dwers.'ty in the technigues taught in the centres.
Xreng Khnurm 0 prownce contains the famous Plain




< i

Aiming at a ‘literate’ environment

L enrmn g to rend und wrm‘_m m‘!_ucry_yggﬂ -Qut

life. Yet how can this .be_‘q'.qne_ when _opc,hves no
-remote village with nothing to_read ond™ writter
material is virtually non-existent? How can one
_gvoid relopsing into illiteraey? It is by way of replying
to these questions that the 504/LAO/11 project
~provides a newspaper for new literates, as the
natural continuation of the prUjECfS non-formal
education activi tres_

A Wllage newspaper

w:rh the very active- technical support of the NGO
“Ecoles sans Frontiéres. It necessitoted a fmrly fong

' preparation since it wos an entirely new initlative in_
~the Luo People’s Democratic Republic, o country in
- which the press of any kind is still under-developed. -

A first requisite was to train people to be able to.
produce a newspaper fmtfai zmmmg tﬂak rhe form

- The newspaper for new fr!erutt's wos- !uunchcd

of a semmaz beid in- ???ﬁrfond i m—upf-ranon with

Thoitand’s” ﬂepurtmenf -of Non-formal Education
~ which already has experience in this field. Once the
four provinces, in which to conduct the experiment,

had been ¢ hosen and a district identified within cach

" of them, it wos possible to set up-iesponsible-teans
and ed.'tcrm.’ Lomm:rrees i each district and seek

pbierit:’hr’ jhﬁmuh’s:s.in the vf!fag_es..cdncefncd'as
volunteers. The necessary odditional training was.
then pravided, and towards the end of 1996 a first -

draft -newspaper waos printed, together with

- documents giving instructions on how to produce 4l

newspaper. In September 1996 the very first issue of

Xao Ban came off rhe prt SS,

The production of an issue takes at least three

e e e VONENS,  THe Lirst-month. is mainly taken up with the

compildtion of information from viflages by local

- journalists and the drafting of articles by district

editarial committees. [n the second month the
'qm‘cieﬁ are edited ot district level und illustrative

: 5nupﬁhot$ taken. All this material is then sent to the

~ national editorial committee working in the Km- 8
premises in Vientione. In the: third month, this
committee drofts the four national pages and lays

__them out along with the fuur tocal pages dealing

wn‘h each d:strrr.t

I}‘ws thc cight pages of Xao Ban differ somewhal,

= de,ocndmg on whether they are produced by the
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districts or the national committee. The first four

pages reflect everyday local Jife and outstanding .
village events, they also include staries and poems -

and indicate the prices of staple commaodities on
local markets. The second four poges are of a much
more “institutional” nature and maybe a little abave
the level of reading ability of a person who has only
recently acquired literacy. As this present br‘ochure
was being prepared, the sixth issue of Xao Ban had

qon@d:o press. The first four hod been produced m
14,000 cop;es and the last twa in 24,400 mprrs

Overcoming distance

Now' that Xao Ban is preparing to toke off on its
own, without external financial or technical

- assistance, anew-journal has appeared on the scene:

Ban Hao. Ims is the offshoor of o new project

launched by the govemment in 1997, again with

support from UNFSCO and Norwoy

The ptoject for Basic Distance Education in
support of sustainable rural devetopment in the

central part of the Lao People’s Democratic Republic
(already known in the country under the reference.
5Q4/LA0/12) is g continuatian -of the -wamen's
literacy project described in this booklet. In an
attempt to draw lessons from it, the new project
suggests the introduction of a distance basic

--education service in three provinces in the centre of -

the country”, specially designed for women and
ethnic minorities and making simultaneous. use of

~ several media: radio programmes, written material,

including the future journal Ban Hag, audio

cassettes and travelling focilitators.

Like Xao Ban, the distance education project gims

at filling the gap in reading matter and helping to
create a.mare favourable and “literate” environment
by improving the level of basrc educmmn for the

general population. Using ail the above resources,

which:strengthen each other mutually, the project. .

witt-disseminate aff kinds of information on

questions of vital interest to the people at large, such

os health, agriculture, AIDS prevention, taising. -«
awareness about mines which are stifl aetive {the

Loo People's Democratic Republic hos the sad
privilege of being one of the most-heavily mined

countries in recent history). and other mejor themes
such~as-the-environment, family- pkmmnq and

nutrition.

- The fact is that, far from being rivals, the two
~journals should,on the confrary, supplement each
other. Their reading matter is not at the same level of
ditficeltyone, using lexis.and illusteations which are
simple to make out, is defiberately designed to be
accessible, while the other is clearly addressed to @
newly literate readership obviously more proficient
“in_reading techniques. Km 8 officials have already

helped to plan the Bon Hao journal, and distance

_education project persohnel have taken part in

Lompkxm that thrc are toa many newspapers bc-mq
:ssuea” I o :

* Savannakhet - where the project is based - Khammouane and Bolikhamxay.,

provincial training sessions held by the national NFE.
‘centre. But anyway, who is sermusfy gmng to




n T ~ e v “ansy is a 16-year-old Hmong girl. She
o iwes in-a-village same_four kilometres
R "‘ fmm Ban- Nalouam, in ‘the province of 54
: :—Sﬂyaboum ‘and wnfks the distance | 4
themmimm%dagwﬁeﬂd -
g e _the Community Learning Centre -
e ML= opened by the-project In Ban

e T~ s e s Nalogam. Her father was the head
a nsy teacher of a training college some

- “30-kilemetres away but died when

rrw T R i i - T e

S g she was only three years ofd. She - |/ = | B NG L
i N AT R . was then brought up by her |4 "}x\ ' =
: : qrundparents She has completed primary P ,
e g schooling and masters reading,-witing-ond— ¢ ff’ / -
- <o o grithmetic. Last yeor she ottended the centrt', 2 N R
: : : : and became interested in feormng to weave. |
A R " Today, thanks to a revolving fund granted her
T G under the project, she possesses @ weaving
“Toom and hés already. produced three “sinh"
: :- - (the traditional Loo: skirt) for members ofher fam:!y ?ms year she agam vo;'un tcered to-
R j"'.-'wm sewing: Sheﬁ is also acquiring: -basic skills in cookery, health and: hyg;ene -in the -
- evening, after a good hour's wulk, chc he!ps with the family chores by ferchmg water and
feed:ng fhr= damesnc ammu?s l ; FA T




M'; Soumthaly is aged 38 She is Lao Loum, married and has seven children. She lives-in--
Houikong in the provirice of Champasak. Trained at the Teacher Trmmnq Collége in Pakst,
‘the provincial capital, she worked as a teacher for some years, first in primary and then in
secondary education: It was by listening to the radio that she leared that the provincial
___education service was rectuiting a trainer to work in a non-formal education centre for women,
. particularly women from Jocal ethnic minorities; which was due to-open in Houikong.

TR Ny : As a teacher, living in the area, and in addition spe Ukmg the language of

P I"[I' t the Laven fluently, since her husband belongs to this ethnic group (part of
0 al .the Lao Theuny group), she rmmediately applicd for the job. DHEABG e —rms s

recruited ond attended two training sessions at the NFE Rec giorial Centre

opening tn 1995,.she has been both its director and literacy teachet. .. i

Soumthal)/ in Paksé to learn the specifics of adilt education. Since the ceniré’s .

Sewing is taught

- by a young 23-

- yearuofd WOmOoR from “the’ village:
Weoving is taught by a 30-year-old

mamr-with-o-degree- in fiterature and |
longuage. He is-u-former. gecoadary;.__.'
school teocher, but who chose o come

to the village-because of his passion for
weaving, which he previously only

carried out as a pastime.

My 'SU:.*mrha!y is - government
employee and receives 7,000 kips from
the project over and above her normat
solary. She expresses great satisfaction. .
in her work, even if she has difficulties
in recruiting pupils. For each session she
has to go to the villayes and convince
girls, women und their famifies of the
udvantages of the project. Here her
knowledge of the Laven’s languoge is o greot asset. She has onfy une regret, that the training.
sessions she atfended were too short and.too few ffour days in 1995, eight days in 1997). She
would very much like “to ¢itend ﬂddrt:oncf training courses, pur!rmmn’y to improve “the
management of Ihr’ Centre. .




hamany is 19 years old, She lives with-her pmé}{rrs'fn -
the vittage-of Bon Pak Thay in-the province ol

Sayaboury. She is the eldest of ninc children (six sisters and two brothers). She attended..... e

school in her village up to "P4” level, which means that she did not comp!ete primary
schooling but has nevertheless ﬂ(qu:rcd a grounqu ifn redding and writing. For two
- years after school, she had to ;
‘help her father cultivate rice
—inthe rat {a-rice field on o
mountainside, cleared by the

- - s

Portralt

slush-and-burm method). This
year she is attending post-
literacy and weaving COUrses
‘at the Bon Nalouam Centre,
some - four kilometres from
Rer village. Her fatheér has himself built a loom and bought the necessary supplies
[cards, shuttles, thread, etc.}in the district market so that she can weave at home. She
fs already fairly skilled and says that she can weave g ‘sinh'in two days. She has, in fact;
already-sold six to the village Women In th.:s wny she hefps to- improve the whole
~family’s standard of living. il
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fter four years implementation, and now that, s
foreseen, UNESCO and Norwegian assistance is coming
to an end, the obvious question is: can the project carry.on

indefinitely? Many of the project officials, starting with its=—

Director, who is also the Director of the DNFE, are both
confident and determined. They believe that the project has
proved itself successtul, and they mean to continue it at all
costs by gradually decentralizing respons.*brhty and
management directly to the provinces, although generol

Some questions about
the future

supervision will be retained by the central
administration. A budget forecast has

- been-prepared and official requests have
already been made-to the government -
authorities concerned: There is the same
determination inthe provinciaf education
services, where, in some cases, without. .
even watting for the green light from the -
capital, new centres have already been
opened where they were most urgently
required.

There is no doubt that the 504/LA0/11
project huos taken a considerable step
forward by enabling non-formal
—education in the Lao People’s Democratic |
Republic to secure sustainable resources
for the future. The Non-Formal Fducation Centres in
Vientiane, Paksé and Luang Prabang have now proved what
they can do. They are not content with operating only for the
504/LAO/11 project, but have gradually extended their field
of action to compulsory service in the national literacy
campaign and have also undertaken new tasks with support -
from other partners such as the German agency G1Z, UNDP
and UNICEF, -

Supervisory staff, educators “and “trainers have been
trained at all levels, from community centres in remote
villages right up to a ministerial department.in the capital,

- including the district ‘and provincial education services.

There are admittedly some: deficiencies, as shown by the
unsrm'sﬁmmry management of revo.fw'ng funds, but thf's s
the Lao People’s Democranc Repubhc wn‘f soon put things
right and find the necessary. resources. to-set-up su;m.‘m
training courses for trainers in this. fk-fd

It is often said that "every cloud has a silver Imma
Basically, this "hiccup™ may give us an opportunity
-of asking aurselves constructively about the limits of
non-formal education and assessing the point
_ beyond which it cannot do everything on its own. It
is, of course, always possible to teach supervisory
staffond educators better managementof revolving
funds, but is this really their-function? Would it ot
e betrer to have recourse here to. back-up

who might well {JC recruited from the
“economic sector? Should we expect
educators in-community ledrning centres
to be health agents, veterinary surgeons,
agricultural engineers, foresters, o,
perhaps even in  the near future,
marketing speciatists? The real solution
seems to lie in well-bolanced integration
of activities and mutuolly recognized
complementarity linking the action of afl
parties for- the ‘qreater benefit of oll,
beginning with the project beneficiaries
themselves.

o its understandable attempt to achieve

immediately vigble economic outlets for
its beneficiaries and their fomilies, the project has run the
risk of averreaching itself. The ups and downs encountered in

_ trying to da everything remind us that we must know where

to stop: it is probably better to be modest, and to consider
non-formol education as the bedrock on which it is possible
to develop community development activities. And we
should go no further. And that's already o lot! In the Lgo
People’s Democratic Republic there is a proverb which says
that “getting a woman to come to school is as difficult as
dragging a tortoise by the foot” The Women's Literacy and
Busic Skills Training project has managed-in its own way to

do exactly that. M

assistance from competent personnel .-



L
Supervising editors:
Benedict Faccini
Marc Gilmer
Frangoise Pinzon-Gil

Art direction and layout:
§ Jacques Zahles,
. HEXA Graphic,

Paris, France

Printed by:
Marco Grafico,
Madrid, Spain

\ Photographs:
Frangoise Pinzon-Gil
Olivier Rtz
Jean-Pierre Vélis




For further information &

about this project,

please contact:

M. Ounheuane SAPHAKDY,
UNESCO Liaison Officer,

cfo UNDP,
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