Report on the Education Seminar, 
Children's opportunity to Learn 
Chiang Mai, 26-28 April 2001

Introduction

The education seminar Children’s Opportunity to Learn was held in Chiang Mai from 26-28 April 2001 organized by the National Health and Education Committee with the cooperation of Open Society Institute (OSI), Burma Relief Centre (BRC), Women’s League of Burma (WLB), Students and Youth Committee of Burma (SYCB) and Network for Democracy and Development (NDD).  The local participants were teachers and education policymakers of various ethnic and other democratic organizations of Burma (see appendix 1, participant list).  Overseas guest speakers, Mary Wootten, University of Newcastle, UK, Prof. Flora Arellano, Polytechnic University of Philippines, Dr. C. P. Probhakar (U Mawthiri), Oxford Sr. Secondary School, Delhi, India, Elizabeth Webber, Burma Ethnic Education Research and two Thai Scholars, Ajarn Siriwan, Rajabhat Institute, Chiang Mai, Thailand and Biphop Dhongchai, Children Village School, Kanchanaburi, Thailand participated in the seminar.  The total number of participants was more than 50 including some observers.  The seminar was financed by the Danish Burma Committee (DBC) and Open Society Institute (OSI).

Aim of the Seminar

· Our aim is to provide education for all.

· When this provision is in place, education will be compulsory for all children aged 5 to 15 in Burma including ethnic nationality areas.

Concept

The NHEC has been conducting local education workshops and seminars with teachers and educators of various ethnic and democratic organizations with the idea that practitioners participate in educational policy debate together with researchers and education policymakers.

Papers presented by the participants

Thein Lwin, Barnabas and Nan Lung, NHEC

The NHEC education team, Thein Lwin, Barnabas and Nan Lung presented the report of the findings of the local workshops held in Mon, Karen, Karenni, Shan, Central and Kachin areas and the western part of Burma during December 2000 to April 2001.  The report covers the educational areas of children’s opportunity to learn, curriculum development, the teaching of children’s mother tongue, teaching methodology and teacher education.  The findings significantly show that children in the ethnic minority areas have little opportunity to learn at school.  The curricula vary from area to area.  For example, Mon, Karen and Karenni have their own curriculum; some areas use the curriculum prescribed by the regime; some schools in the western part of Burma use the Indian curriculum.  Teachers of different ethnic nationalities wish to teach indigenous vernacular language at school. Teachers also reveal that they need training.

The report finally concludes that the seminars will find ways for educational development in the ethnic nationality areas at present and for a future democratic Burma - April seminar: Children’s Opportunity to Learn; September: Curriculum Development and the Teaching of Children’s Mother Tongue at Schools; and November: Teaching Methodology and Teacher Education.

Ajarn Siriwan, Rajabhat Institute, Chiang Mai

Ajarn Siriwan presented the development of compulsory education in Thailand and gave suggestions for Burmese children to get opportunities to learn at school.

Mary Wootten, University of Newcastle, UK

Mary Wootten suggested that in order to plan and implement the NHEC’s programme children's opportunity to learn, curriculum development, the teaching of children’s mother tongue at school, teaching methodology and teacher education, ‘an essential starting point would be the setting out of a curriculum rationale which provides a coherent theoretical base giving a logical progression through the individual strands of the programme’.  However, she argues that we cannot develop the curriculum which entitles and enables all children to learn until we have agreement on what we want them to learn, how we want them to learn and how the conditions of that learning can best be organized.  ‘Only then can we address the question of how teachers teach and how their training is organized.’

Dr. C. P. Prabhaka (a) U Mawthiri

U Mawthiri presented Indian Experiences on compulsory education.  In the Indian National System of Education, U Mawthiri stated, adult literacy, primary education, decentralization and technical education, have been identified as thrust areas to achieve universalization of  the elementary education to make education relevant to the needs of the community and also to meet new challenges of liberalization and globalization of the economy.

Biphop Dhongchai, Children Village School

Biphop Dhongchai introduced an alternative approach to compulsory education in Thailand -education should conform the needs of the children rather than a central government.

Professor Flora Arellano, Polytechnic University of the Philippines

Professor Arellano presented the situation of compulsory education in the Philippines.  She said that:

‘The country’s high enrollment rate ranked the Philippines as one of the best in Asia whose citizens have the most number of years of schooling, with an average of 7.6 years.  Combined enrollment in basic and tertiary schools is estimated at 82% of the school-age population.  About a fifth of the country’s labour force had completed some university education or had graduated, while three out of ten had attended high school.  With the exception of South Korea and Taiwan, the Philippines has the most educated work force among the developing countries in the East Asian region.’

Elizabeth Webber, Ethnic Education Research

Elizabeth Webber expressed her personal experience of education in Cambodia.  Traditionally, the village Wat was the centre for education.  During the colonial period, the French left the country with one high school in the capital.  Ms Webber pointed out that the Cambodian education system is based on a French model, which moved away from Khmar tradition.  From 1975 to 79, 1.7 million people were killed - educated people and monks were targeted.  From 1979 to 89 when Vietnamese controlled the country, study of English was banned.  In 1991, the United Nations Transitional Authority for Cambodia emphasized education - school rebuilding, curriculum development, textbook writing, and primary teacher training.  From 1992 to 2001, International Organisations and NGOs spent $185,000,000 on primary education.

Khin Maung Win, Burma Lawyer Council

Regarding the right to education, Khin Maung Win suggested the way to integrate this into domestic law: constitutional provisions; to become signatory to the International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; and to Implement Child Right Convention provisions.

Nai Soe Than, Mon Education Department

Nai Soe Than presented the situation of children’s schooling in Mon area.  The paper includes the statistics of schools, teachers and students in Kyaik Hto, Belin, Tha-ton, Pound, Moulmein, Chaung Zone, Kyaik Maraw, Mudon, Thanbyuzayat and Ye.  Nai Soe Than reveals that there are many children who never enroll school in Mon area.  He also provides reasons for no schooling and dropping out of school.  He also suggests the way to get opportunities for children’s schooling.

Nai Rot Ga Kau, Mon Education Department

Nai Rot Ga Kau suggests that the most important thing is ‘all children in school’.  To achieve this goal, ethnic nationalities should hold discussions for practical steps for children’s schooling.

Hla Htay, Headteacher, ABSDF High School

Hla Htay suggested regarding ‘Children’s Opportunity to Learn’ that primary education should be compulsory; and schools make campaign for children’s schooling.  He also suggested the need for teacher training, curriculum reform, improved teaching methods, assessment systems and a learner centred approach.

Saw Lar Se, Education Department, Karen National Union.

Saw Lar Se presented the situation of children’s schooling in Karen areas.  Saw Lar Se’s report covers six districts out of seven districts in KNU controlled area - Pa-an, Mutayaw, Taungoo, Nyaunglepin, Thaton and Dupalarya.  The report excludes Myeik-Tavoy district where there are no schools run by KNU.  The report also reveals the situation of schools and teachers in these areas.  The report finally recommends providing: classroom materials (books, pencils etc); medical care including school clothes; student awards; dialogue between school and parents; and teacher subsidies.

Saw Kalaw Lah, Education Department, Karenni Progressive Party

Saw Kalaw Lah presented a report on the situation of children's schooling in the Karenni area.  The report covers No.2 Karenni district inside Burma and refugee camps on the Thai-Burma border.  Only 12% of children can learn at school in No.2 area and 80% at refugee camps.  The report suggests: to organize separate classrooms for older children; to send mobile teachers to displaced children; to make a family environment in teaching and learning; to build boarding schools for children from remote areas and to bring displaced children to refugee camps and send them to schools.

Khurhsen, Education Department, Shan State Army

Khurhsen reported the situation of schooling in the Shan area.  Buddhist monasteries are the main provider of education for Shan children.  However, many children do not join even monastic education.  There is also a serious shortage of teachers in Shan schools.  Some educated young people and monks have been visiting village by village and teach ‘reading, writing, calculating, thinking and re-teaching’ to the Shan community.  Sadly, many of these volunteer educators were killed by the military regime.

Sai Win Pay, MP, Shan National League for Democracy

Sai Win Pay presented the teaching of Shan language along with the children’s learning opportunity in Shan areas.

Daw Bawk Taung, Education Department, Kachin Independence Organization.

Daw Bawk Taung provided the data such as the number of schools, teachers and students in the Kachin area.  She also gave the reasons for children not going to school: economic hardship of parents; poor health; difficulties in transportation; lack of interest of children in education; and lack of parents’ support for their children’s schooling.  She also gave the reasons for children dropping out of school: unable to provide school fees; children help their parents for family income; health conditions; and lack of community support.  Finally Daw Bawk Taung recommended that providing sufficient schools is essential; as is encouraging children for their schooling; and health care.

Nan Lung, Education Programme Officer, NHEC

On behalf of Dr Aung Kyaw Oo and Ko Non Kyone, Nan Lung reported the findings of the local education workshops held at Imphal and Aizawl with teachers and educators from Chin and Naga areas at the western part of Burma.  Nan Lung expressed that a local education workshops have not been held in the Rakhine area due to various constraints.

U Win Naing, Education Committee, All Burma Muslim Union

U Win Naing reported that due to the supression of the military regime, thousands of Muslim people together with other Burmese fled from Burma, crossed the Thai-Burma border and took refuge at refugee camps.  According to data provided by U Win Naing, there  are 1,870 Muslim children (870 boys and 1,000 girls) at two refugee camps.  However, there are many children who do not go to school and help their parents in farms and for household work.  U Win Naing suggested that we needed to discuss with parents to send their children to school, education law should ensure compulsory education and children should be told stories regarding the need for education.

U Tint Lwin, Muslim Liberation Organization of Burma

U Tint Lwin suggested for refugee population that religion; indigenous vernacular language; Burmese (as a common language) and English should be taught.

U Shein, Myeik-Dawei United Front

U Shein criticized the education system under the military regime.  He suggested that ethnic nationalities in Burma should be encouraged to promote their language and modern subjects should be taught in their own indigenous language.

U Kyaw Htet, People’s Defense Force (PDF)

U Kyaw Htet reported that PDF is currently running an education programme in Sankhalaburi, Thom Pa Pun and Ranong in Thailand with the assistance of the NHEC and some other NGOs.  In this programme, PDF encourages local people to establish self-reliance schools in their communities and recruits teachers.  U Kyaw Htet also revealed the educational problems both inside Burma and along the Thai-Burma border.  The problems inside Burma are: economic hardship; decreasing value of education; child soldiers; forced relocation; fear of attack by armed groups.  Along the Thai-Burma border, some communities could not afford to contribute funds for school buildings; children need to help their parents for family income; and shortage of teachers.

U Bo Thaung and Mr. R. J. Verma, National League for Democracy-Liberated Area

U Bo Thaung and Mr. R. J. Verma presented a paper concerning ‘all children in school’.  They criticized the damage to the Burmese education system under the military regime.  Finally, they suggested that Burma needs experts in education; academic freedom; peace so that educational investment is effective; and a formation of federal union for equality and long-term tranquility in Burma.

Parn Dai, Education Department, Karenni Nationalities People’s Liberation Front (KNPLF)

Parn Dai provided the statistics of teachers and pupils in three regions controlled by the KNPLF - Region 1 (five villages); Region 2, Demawso township (13 villages); and Region 3, Mekhe township (8 villages): 74 teachers and 1,267 pupils.  Parn Dai said that only 40% of children under 15 join schools.  He gave reasons why children who did not attend school: parents are farmers and they cannot afford school expenses; lack of teachers due to little support; the KNPLF also cannot provide support.

Aye Aye Maw, Teacher, Burmese Migrant Workers’ Education Committee (BMWEC)

Aye Aye Maw explained the formation of BMWEC for children of migrant population in Tak Province, Thailand.  There are 17 schools, 48 teachers and 1,200 pupils under the supervision of BMWEC.  She pointed out the reasons why children do not join schools: parents move from one place to another and their children follow them; lack of schools; older children look after younger children while their parents go to work; children help their parents for family income; parents have lack of awareness about education; and poor health.  She also suggests ways to give opportunities for children to learn at school: to build more schools; to take care of younger children so that older children can go to school; to get recognition from Thai authorities for schooling of migrant children; and to support schools.

Khun Praton Tet Lu, Education Department, Pa-O People’s Liberation Organization (PPLO)

Khun Praton Tet Lu presented the educational situation in three areas - eastern side of Salween River; on the Thai-Burma border; and western side of Salween River and southern part of Shan State.  The children in the refugee camps on the Thai-Burma border can learn in school.  However, Pa-O children inside Burma have little chance for schooling due to civil war.  Moreover, drug cultivating and trafficking also affect children’s schooling. One-third of the Pa-O population has become drug addicts.  Furthermore, many Pa-O children cannot understand Pa-O language.

Group Discussion

On the third day of the seminar, there were group discussions to find ways to get opportunities for children to learn at school.  These group discussions focused on the areas of:

1. Child factor

· children in stable areas

· children in unstable areas

· children who drop out of school

· older children who never join school

· special education needs

· education for girls

2. Teacher factor

3. Parent factor

4. Local authority/community

Outcomes of the Group Discussions

1. Child Factor

1.1 Children in Stable Areas

Note: Stable area means cease fire areas, areas controlled by ethnic nationality groups and refugee camps.

Suggestions

· education should be free

· schools should be supported

· create job opportunities for poor families

· extra tuition for less able children

· children living away from school should get 3 Rs

· teach in children's mother tongue

· library  and reading opportunity

· build more schools

· school facility, play ground, toilet etc.

· survey of children (attending or not attending school)

· campaign for children to go to school

· nursery school and primary school together

· fund raising for schools

· school health/child care

· health education (especially for girls)

1.2 Children in Unstable Areas

Note: Unstable areas means internally displaced (IDP) areas and where migrant populations are living/working.

Suggestions for IDP Area

· bring children from IDP area to stable area and send them to school

· mobile teachers

· combine near-by villages and build school (cooperation with community leaders)

· teacher training

· provide classroom materials

· build more schools and classrooms

· free education

Suggestions for Migrant Population

· cooperation with local Thai authority and NGOs for children's schooling

· education should be free

· create local education/school committee

· teacher training

· provide classroom materials

· build more schools and classrooms

1.3 Children who drop out of school

The group who discussed the above topic provided reasons why children drop out of school:

· lack of interest in schooling because they have failed exams, are not happy in the classroom, married early, enjoy gambling and school is far away from home

· parents do not support their children's schooling because of low income

· unstable area (no security, troops are moving)

· people are displaced

· danger of drugs

· child labour

Suggestions

To help children to go back to their school, the seminar suggests:

· create security for children and their family

· create job opportunity for parents of children

· more teachers

· teaching method should be flexible so that children enjoy school

· re-consider pass-fail exam system

1.4 Older children who never join school

The group discussing this topic suggested that children never join school because they lose their parents; parents are separated or divorced; parents are poor; poor health (parents or children); no school at their area and unstable area.

Suggestions

· survey to know exact number of children who never join school

· boarding schools

· mobile teachers

· special curriculum and appropriate courses

1.5 Special Education Needs

The group discussing this topic explained that special education is needed for disabled children.

Suggestions

· survey - how many children and what kind 

· special medical care

· special education for blind

· special education for deaf

· special school for disabled children

· physical education for disabled children

· moral and psychological support (e.g role model)

1.6 Education for Girls

The group suggested that less girls join school than boys because of tradition (education is for boys); early marriage; household work; security; pregnancy and value system; lack of educational support; lack of educational awareness; and political instability and civil war.

Suggestions

· peace, tranquility and economic development

· change views on girls - positive views rather than negative views

· school curriculum should include gender equality and sensitivity, and human rights education

· public awareness (including parents)

· affirmative actions

· scholarship/free tuition

· health/sex education and required support

· school/classroom material and finance

2. Teacher Factor

The group discussing this topic suggests two dimensions: by teachers and for teachers to promote children's opportunity to learn.

Suggestions

By teachers:

· discuss with parents to send their children to school

· increase subject knowledge and teaching skills

· make pupils aware of the value of education and its usefulness

· assessment of child's development

· problem solving regarding child's' physical, mental and social behaviour

· respect every child

· make a record of children's achievement and report to their parents

· ensure the child development in five strengths (physical, spiritual, moral, social and intellectual) and to become a responsible citizen

· educate children about the value of health and cleanliness

· recognize children's achievement in order that children pay more attention to education

· teachers should be role models

· create relationship between parents and teachers

· interactive questions and answers between pupils and teachers to help children learning

For teachers

· survey regarding teachers
· academic support to teachers (study abroad if necessary)
· material support (basic needs of teachers)
· to increase teaching work force so that pupil-teacher ratio will be fair
· support teaching aid material
· support retired teachers
· recognize teachers' union
3. Parent Factor

The group of this topic also gave suggestions (for parents and by parents) for children's schooling.

Suggestions

By Parents

· pay attention to their children's schooling

· parents should participate in education policy making

· parent-teacher association

· home-school agreement

· parents should be members of the school governing body

For Parents

· educate parents about the value of education

· create adult learning centre and vocational courses for parents

· open nursery schools to help parents so that older children can go to school

· decrease burden of parents for their children's schooling (ie. school dinner; school farm)

4. Local Authority/Community

The group discussing this topic pointed out the weakness of local authorities (ie leading organizations of ethnic nationalities) and gave suggestions.

Weakness

· lack of attention to education by local authorities

· lack of effort to make public awareness about education

· low educational expenditure

(a) lack of giving training to teachers and educators

(b) shortage of schools, classroom and teaching aid material

(c) poor support for teachers and educators

· lack of effort on economic development of the community

· poor transportation

· lack of cooperation on education

· lack of supervision and evaluation of educational work

· centralization

Suggestions

· pay more attention to education (ie. organizing, discussion and campaign)

· increase public awareness

· increase budget for education and fund raising

(a) train qualified teachers

(b) build more schools where necessary

(c) support teaching aid materials

(d) support teacher subsidies

(e) support children to stay happily on at school

· create community/economic development

· create better transportation (including security)

· cooperation and collaboration on education

· monitoring and evaluation of educational work

· pay more attention to primary education

· decentralization

· find ways for vocational education

Conclusion

In the second half of the third day seminar, every group explained the suggestions of their discussion topic.  Every participant discussed fact by fact, some changes, and then the seminar accepted the suggestions.

Based on these suggestions, the NHEC education team will draw up a working strategy to get opportunities for all children aged 5-15 to learn at school.  These findings and results of the seminar will be reported to the conference held in early 2002 after the next seminars in September and November concerning curriculum, indigenous vernacular languages, teaching methodology and teacher education - the conference will be attended by policymakers and educationists of various ethnic and democratic organizations of Burma.

The NHEC will implement the education policy adopted by the conference.
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