SUSTAINABLE SOLUTIONS

EDUCATION FOR ILLITERATE MOUNTAIN CHILDREN

Devising an education programme for the illiterate, malnourished children in the arid mountainous villages of east Bali was the daunting challenge accepted by the East Bali Poverty Project in 1998. This was the request of hundreds of parents in the seven most remote hamlets in the region, where government schools were virtually out of reach. Any education programme had to be relevant to the children’s needs and prioritise the key areas of knowledge that would enable them to understand how to stay healthy through better nutrition and personal hygiene, and eventually lead their parents and communities towards sustainable development. 

Interviews with over 1,000 families had indicated how the lack of education in every aspect of their lives had affected their productivity, health and future. 95% of the population had never left their village. EBPP hoped therefore, that by introducing ideas through the children on sanitation, hygiene, nutrition and environmental protection would encourage the parents to learn how to enjoy better health through a modified lifestyle.

It was a case of starting from scratch because the parents were set in the ways of their ancestors. They had never been exposed to the outside world, and had no idea how other people live; it was necessary to convince them that gradual change would lead to the improvement of their lives and eventual sustainable development in their potentially very rich local environment. These people were living in poverty due to lack of education and this meant no access to the basic rights that we all accept as the norm…nutrition, sanitation and being clean. We all take education for granted and we learn so much about the way other people live through communication, social interaction, books, films, television and newspapers. In their single-roomed houses these families have no electricity, no books and no television. For warmth and comfort they have a fire burning, but because there is no ventilation this has caused respiratory problems for nearly all of them. A small example of something that is so obvious to us and yet not apparent to these people because they have never been made aware of the dangers. 

EBPP had to approach everything in a very culturally sensitive way, starting from grass roots level discussions with community leaders and parents. One advantage was that all the project staff were in fact from the village, (albeit from the hamlets lower down the mountain with closer access to schools, the market and health centre) each one started as a volunteer when they saw that they had a chance to help the most disadvantaged communities in their huge village to have a better life. 

The programme was introduced in stages, starting with a public awareness programme for parents. A major consideration was the distance the children had to walk over the inhospitable mountain terrain to get to their lessons: up to one and a half hours each way. Another key priority was to make the villagers aware about the acute iodine deficiency problem, affecting 85% of children in the village, and the cause of goitre, mental retardation, stunted growth and cretinism. This was effectively achieved using pictures, proving that education doesn't always have to be in words. The first question to the mothers was "do you know what causes goitre?" Of course they didn't. Many thought it was caused by eating too many eggs, others believed it came from speaking too harshly to one's neighbours or family and that their own karma had come back to them. After the awareness programme, 90% knew they must consume more iodine.

 

The main obstacle at the start was "who would teach the children?" There was a shortage of qualified Indonesian teachers. Discussions however, with the senior local teacher in the lowest mountain hamlet indicated the best solution was to recruit young people from the respective communities, with a minimum requirement that they could read and write. Therefore, through the 'Kepala Dusun' (hamlet leader) David Booth appealed for motivated and sufficiently literate young adults who wanted to be "leaders of the sustainable development" of their community. They called them "tutors". They were not paid a salary, but a small incentive "honorarium". Hence they were not motivated by money, but the desire to lead the children and their community to a better life knowing that they would also benefit from the new knowledge. They were trained to teach children using interactive methods, focussing primarily on personal hygiene, sanitation, clean water, nutrition, safety and a clean air environment.

The first integrated education programme for the 40 illiterate children in Dusun Bunga started in August 1999 with emphasis on the subjects that would improve the children’s lives. Classes were held initially in the Bale Banjar (community centre) for just 3 hours, 3 times a week, to introduce the concept of schooling. The requirement of each child being bathed before leaving home, in conjunction with the nutritious lunches provided, soon transformed the youngsters into bright, shiny haired and healthy school children. In their second art class, where they were asked to illustrate their home environment, the most amazing picture showed a boy’s bamboo house, their cassava field, a chicken, a cow, and believe it or not, a well drawn helicopter! The child recalled the day when Jim Parks took the wonderful aerial photographs of their 1,200 metre high hamlet. 

The main hurdle was teaching the children Indonesian so that they could read and understand the published schoolbooks, as previously they only spoke Balinese. Maths is another essential subject, the key to a better economy. The illiterate parents had been unable to calculate the right prices when selling their cassava and corn, but now their children ensure they get the best deal in selling their crops and buying essential supplies on their monthly visits to the remote market. 

A gratifying result was that after one year there were evident improvements to the villagers’ lives, their houses were cleaner and their kids were healthier due to the better hygiene and sanitation practices that they had learned from their children.
.

For long-term food security and eventual economic development, the children learn permaculture: growing nutritious vegetables using organic methods and making their own organic pesticide. Next they will be taught how to cook the vegetables they grow, using high standards of hygiene. They are planting Vetiver grass to stop soil and water erosion and enable the now infertile steep slopes to be revitalised and fertilised with the aim of generating a food forest, and opening the door to a complete new ecosystem. 

Handicrafts are the latest project, using the Vetiver grass and the aromatic roots, known in Indonesia as Akar Wangi.

The objective of the programme is to give them what they need and want. The point is not to educate the children to leave their land; they have no desire to leave. Maybe they already realise that the potential for the future within their own communities is incredible.

If you would like to know more about the East Bali Poverty Project, or make a donation, call 0361 419741or email: info@eastbalipovertyproject.org.

